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			Prologue

			It was 7.30 pm on a Tuesday when one of the only three employees that were still working that day for a Marketing Agency started to scream: “this cannot be happening!!”. Immediately, the other two colleagues jumped off their seats and went to see him: “what happened?”.

			With a trembling finger, the consternated marketing analyst pointed to the screen: “I found this”.

			It probably took 5 seconds for the other two to realise what just happened: they were seeing something of a nightmare for any business and marketing agency: the analyst found out that for the past 25 months a Google Ads campaign was running, spending USD10k per month… driving all traffic to a page that didn’t exist.

			In essence, that campaign went under everyone’s radar and misspent over USD250k in two years.

			While quite fatal of an error it seems the big company who paid for the ads didn’t even realise of that leak. That’s a luxury small and medium-size companies cannot afford.

			You’d notice that leak and also, minor ones too. Every single dollar or lead matter to us.

			In fact, not only you’d notice a minor misspent but also be asking yourself:

			How can I get more leads/sales?

			How can I better manage the work agencies do for me?

			Why do certain campaigns work, and why some of them don’t?

			How can I scale my business?

			Managing a business is hard enough to, on top of that, have to go through the vast noise of marketing to choose reliable partners that can help you move your business forward.

			The good news is that you are not alone. Not by far. There is a group of people out there struggling with the same challenges. People who are tired of trying with different marketing agencies, who have tried different web designs without seeing much change and that after years of running the business, digital marketing is still a rocky & obscure activity.

			Perhaps this time we can do things differently. Perhaps this book can be the beginning of a new way to see digital marketing & websites like you haven’t seen before and, in the process, to find people who share the same pains as you do and who have already found a solution.

			Let me tell you: this is not intended to be ‘the 5 step framework to unlock 8 figures’ kind of book. Rather, we are proposing a journey. Cutting through the noise with a sharp marketing knife and giving you the tools you need to see your business, your marketing activities and your current partnerships with a new set of fresh eyes.

			Let’s move away from simple tactics that won’t move our business forward and instead focus on what’s really happening behind the scenes of your business, what do you need to do next in order to unlock sustainable, progressive and genuine growth.

			Every single page that comes ahead has been the result of many years of work, study, thinking and thinking again. I hope you enjoy it and more than that, I hope it means a difference to you.

		


		
			Foundations:

			understanding the context

			In the rush of driving sales we forget immediately that we are dealing with humans. Very quickly we turn to demographics: ‘we’ll market to people in their 40s, that’s our target,’ in a brief attempt to simplify the universe of potential customers and take action. But in doing so, we end up neglecting the experience for those who matter.

			As a professional dedicated to the study of web sales (also called conversions), I’ve been tasked to fix hundreds of websites. And when I’m saying ‘fixing’, I’m in reality trying to solve these questions: “Why aren’t we selling more?”, “Why aren’t users clicking here, filling this form more?”.

			And so we start digging, like a true web detective. With the tool set resembling a doctor’s one we ask the client to tell us their symptoms: ‘Do you have enough traffic? Were you selling more before and now experiencing a drop?’. And based on that diagnosis we get some initial conclusions like ‘you need to see a specialist… a Google Ads expert, a Web designer, Copywriter, SEO professional...etc’.

			Rinse and repeat. In most cases, we hit the root of the problem and we collectively (between all the ones who participate in the client’s digital marketing effort), find a way out, a way to move forward.

			But what makes the difference in the long term is not the fact we get to run a diagnosis, or that clients have a number of partners to help around. The difference is that some businesses and marketing teams want to find out more, go deeper and try to get an understanding of ‘why we get to this situation in the first place, and how to avoid it, how to make it better’.

			Why is this so important? Because at the end of the day it is not the website that needs to be optimised, nor it depends on the partners you get surrounded with. No, at the end of the day the most important, crucial part of a digital side of a business is… you.

			The way you’ll decide what to do, in which priority, whom to trust, what level of energy to invest, how consistently … that trumps any other marketing effort or tactic you can ever put to practice.

			This is the true foundation: the way you see and understand web experiences will have a huge impact down the road.

			Now, in order to build a solid foundation, we need to be honest with ourselves: you’ve been exposed to a number of marketing strategies, courses, articles, designs and as such, you might have a solidified idea of what works and what doesn’t work.

			I need to ask you to have an open mind, to join me in this journey from the beginning, to disassemble what we give for granted and put the pieces back together. But this time, we will sift through a different meaning to them.

			Let’s start by highlighting paradigms, that is the given truths you and I will start with:

			
					
Nobody will ever know your customers better than you do. Not even the marketing agencies who might be running ads for you.

					
Your business is unique. You can have 20 competitors but your style, your culture and people will always be different.

					
We deal with humans. Unpredictable, emotional & varied human beings who might not reveal the true nature of why they do what they do.

					
You are not alone. Someone else is facing the same pains, challenges and perhaps even has solved & shared the way out.

					
Bias is the enemy. A friend that tells you ‘this looks good/bad’, an article with the latest trend you might be missing… you’ll have to fight a sea of external noise that will try to tempt you to drive you off the path of reason.

					
We’ll need to embrace Marketing in order to make it work. When Marketing becomes a ‘I have to’, same as everything else… it ends up having less energy, less attention that it should (it happened to me when I saw the first financial year accounting work to be done as an ‘I have to’! And didn’t end up well, until I reshaped my way of seeing this and embraced accounting as a vital part of my business).

					
Patience is a virtue. In order to set in motion the changes that will produce that sustainable growth we talked about before, we will need to be patient, have perseverance & follow through. I know you can do it!

			

			There you go: these aren’t the ‘7 pillars of automatic success to unlock 8 figures’ but instead more real premises that will permeate through everything we’ll do next. Are you in? Great!

			Clean slate

			Remember that scene from The Matrix where Neo enters a virtual room with Morpheus that is plain white and there’s nothing on it? (they called it ‘the construct’). I want us to do the same. I’ll be your Morpheus-esque character but instead of seeing two sofas and a TV, we’ll see this:

			There’s a potential customer on the left and your company is on the right. In the middle is the product or service you provide.

			As simple as it could ever be: we want to produce a change of behaviour in that the person on the left willingly, for that customer/user to happily request your product and for you to deliver it to them.

			Easily enough? Now what if we add many more people on the right, many more products and services of all kinds in the middle, and also many more customers on the left. Cacophony ensued!

			The way businesses have evolved to fight this situation has been quite different but I can identify two big and different ways: the way of the East and the way of the West.

			In the West (the so called western countries) we have this classical approach that you’d recognise instantly:

			We have a brand, a channel, a message, an audience, an offer, a product/service

			To mechanically make them work we utilise Paid ads & organic traffic as channels, we introduce our sneak preview of an offer there, we target audiences as much as the given platforms allows us to and we then lure clicks into our websites. Once there, we wrap up the intended offer and give users extra info in the hopes that’s enough for them to make a decision and buy from us / contact us. Nothing new here, right?

			In the East (and also in Latin America), however, they do things a bit differently: while there’s a channel, and one offer… in many cases, there are no websites to finalise what the offer is about and to sway users into conversions. Instead, they skip this step and send users to speak with a representative directly via a messenger platform like WeChat/WhatsApp.

			Now, this isn’t just a cultural adaptation to this process, it also highlights what humans need as basics to be able to complete a transaction: the reassurance from another human being that the things they are after are legit.

			When you think about it, websites are making a good effort to mimic a human response that will grant that reassurance to users: that they are in the right place, that others are also engaging with the same offers, that this is indeed what you need today (and not tomorrow).

			Very quickly we are now stepping into many implicit areas a website should fulfil. But let’s not get too deep before understanding the user’s journey and what are the biggest areas we have to master to ensure a good user experience.

			The 4 main levers that affect the way users buy (or not) from you

			If we could group those big areas into simple concepts we will come up with 4 big ‘levers’ who can impact businesses greatly. They also are our means to do our best to control & tame that web traffic and turn it into conversions.

			What are those levers, then? We understand ‘levers’ as areas we can control that will block or unlock the passage of users from the awareness stage to becoming your regular customer.

			The first lever: validation

			I’ve seen many businesses succeed, many to fail and in between there’s a big array of differences between each of them. When trying to narrow down the reasons of the successes/failures from a rational and dispassionate perspective, I couldn’t understand at first the ‘whys’.

			There were simply too many invisible forces at play.

			Ironically, that was the beginning of the answer: if there are many invisible forces but we can see the effects, can we at least group them, and turn the invisible into something we can name?

			In order to identify those ‘invisible forces’ I asked myself ‘what elements have in common between those who succeed and those who failed?

			What elements were different and how did those affect the outcome?’

			Simple questions, hard answers and the clock was ticking while we had businesses and families depending on this to work: we needed to understand.

			Because there’s nothing more bitter than being unable to help a business thrive: we get the nasty reminder that success isn’t guaranteed at all. The best we can do is study, identify and learn from mistakes.

			A couple of years ago I got this request: can you help a recently launched company to improve their website, so they can maximise returns from ad spending?

			And that’s what I do. Or at least, that’s what I thought I was doing at the time. So of course, I said ‘happy to help‘.

			This company has two pet vets as owners who discovered the possibility of providing a convenient flea and worm treatment for dogs and cats, via mail, to their customers. All this is under a subscription model.

			They opened doors 5 months before reaching me and they’ve been spending $10k in paid ads per month. There were a couple of issues:

			
					They were selling less than 10 products per month

					They were burning their own savings on this

					Also, they were paying to business advisors and others as well (plus now, they’d pay for my services too)

			

			Well, right here I learned the hard way that in order to improve something, it first needs to work. I did my best to help them with their site, to simplify their offer (from potential 60+ combinations of products to only 3 packages), but still, they weren’t selling much. So I did what was the right ethical call to do: resign. Their money needed to be put somewhere else that makes more sense from the business point of view.

			What happened here? How does this get connected with the 4 main levers?

			The realisation was: every business is at a given level of maturity.

			Maturity can be defined as the degree in which the company has identified a need and has developed & delivered a product or service that has been validated by the consumers.

			Validated as in: over a period of time (no less than a year) and by organic means (not solely requiring paid ads) has successfully managed to position its products/services and achieved enough profit to sustain further growth. It requires time to validate a new product, as we need to see if that service can survive through external factors like festive seasons, crazy world changes (Covid, lockdowns) etc.

			Furthermore: every time a brand launches a new line of services and/or products, those will need to be included in the process of validation as well. When Cheetos launched ‘Cheetos Lip Balm” back in 2005, you could say ‘because people know this brand, their product will already experience some kind of success’, but this is not what happened here: Cheetos-flavored lip balm simply failed to catch on with consumers and was a failure.

			This is the first ‘lever’ we need to recognise when we try to answer the question ‘what elements are needed to consistently sell my products/services?’’. You could blame the site, the produced ads… but at the end of the day, if consumers aren’t ready or don’t like your product/service there’s no way to go back.

			So the 1st ‘lever’ is Validation.

			As per the business I mentioned before, they bleed so much in paid ads with no return that they were forced to cancel all ads, all business advisory services they were getting … everything.

			They reverted back to step 1: validation. They have been trying to grow the business from the initial supportive community first, organically. Haven’t seen them growing as much ever since, but that’s part of the journey. We need to put the right pieces in place of we’ll get stuck, as harsh as this might sound.

			Wrapping up!

			Most businesses will acknowledge immediately where they are in terms of validation: after some immediate questions such as margins, revenue growth, over which period of time, a business can give a sense of how matured/validated their products or services are.

			By the time you read this book, you might fall into one of these two scenarios: either you are preparing to launch a new company or product or you have been managing an existing one for some time. In some cases, for many years.

			If you are the latter, know that validation will exist as a lever in any case you launch a new area of your business.

			If you are confident your products have been validated then ‘close’ this lever. Turn it off and instead work with the following three ones.

			The second lever: branding

			This one has to do with what was mentioned before: you as a prospect (or potential customer) are standing in front of someone that either you don’t know, partially know or are familiar with.

			The more familiar you are with it, the easier the interaction will be. You’ll know if what the person has to offer is what you are looking for, and also, that invisible barrier of missing ‘trust’ won’t be there.

			Easy said than done: how can your company achieve that level of familiarity with every single prospect? Especially when we aren’t using the ‘Eastern’ way of communication via Wechat, human to human response.

			Steve Jobs simplified this concept very nicely, he said ‘A brand is simply trust’.

			Doesn’t matter how small or big your brand is, you still need to achieve that familiarity with your intended audience if you are to get the best results. And with that, we mean: to be heard, to get prospects’ attention, to have a chance to positively influence their behaviour, and to establish a customer-company relationship.

			Another great quote comes from Tom Goodwin: “Brands are essentially patterns of familiarity, meaning, fondness, and reassurance that exist in the minds of people.”

			That sense of familiarity is achieved through consistency in the ways your company communicates and acts.

			I used to work as a Digital Marketing Manager, years ago, for a big educational group called ACG (in New Zealand). My boss, Marketing Director Kim H. was always so dedicated to the small details that you wouldn’t believe the great lengths she would take to ensure consistency.

			And that’s the word: “consistency is the key, Jim”, she would say to me.

			We would need to revise private schools brochures, again and again, check the photos used: are those the same we did use in the international flyer? Landing page? Banner at the school entrance?

			What about the wording? The keywords to highlight the schools’ values needed to be exactly the same, even though we were targeting 13 different countries to lure international students. ‘More so’, she’d say ‘it’s even more important to ensure each country gets our brand the way it should be’.

			ACG sold at a crazy high price of 500 million dollars in 2016. One of the reasons behind the success was how predictive they were. Student agents around the world would always get the same product, in the same way, and consistently. And the quality of teaching was superior too. A compelling offer sustained over time.

			I learned that a brand can unlock a lot of blocks in the process of producing ‘sales’ (or enrolments, in this case) via ads and websites if the people on the other side had a good recognition of what to expect.

			I concluded that ‘branding is a necessity’, is one of the 4 levers and, depending on the company and its context, perhaps the most important one of the 4.

			But is it so in all cases? I did however work with companies whose branding was neglected, yet they managed to carry on and grow their businesses… so it is fair we talk about these as well. How? Wasn’t branding a necessity!?

			Context is king, I’ll say this again and again!

			It appears that the definition of Branding provided by Mr. Jobs had the answer: “A brand is simply trust”.

			Do we need a big level of trust to buy a 2 dollar key chain? Not really. Great, now you are with me: we need to understand that branding gives familiarity, and that helps in the decision-making process, especially when what needs to be decided isn’t as simple as a 2 dollar key chain, or more than a simple one-time purchase but instead having recurrent customers. For example, you have 1 min to buy a soda from a convenience store, your car is not parked correctly and you are running late to a friend’s meeting: you are presented with Coca-Cola or a locally produced soda you have never heard of. Chances are, you’d go for the one product you know best. That’s familiarity in action.

			But what if you had time, and you were browsing an offer leading to a cheap product, from a page that isn’t a recognised brand but still sounds legit? You’d probably buy it, because in this case the need for familiarity and trust on that brand isn’t as high; after all we aren’t risking much with our cheap purchase.

			A different story would be a combination of ads + website looking legit enough, but leading to a private school where your two children will join with $24k tuition fees each: I can assure you that it will take you months to consider this enrolment. It will take a good amount of examination, read what people say, visit the school in person, read areas of their website several times and more.

			So what’s the conclusion? It depends on what service and product you are trying to position. It definitely has a direct relation with value/cost: the more it costs, the more ‘trust’ we will need to convey.

			And it isn’t solely attached to cost: when it comes to services or products that are sensitive to you, to your friends or family… then we tend to think it better. Imagine visiting a doctor that doesn’t look professional, we’ll have issues with that in terms of trust. More so if his services are affordable: we are putting our health in his hands and the perception of a cheap service can internally mean “bad quality”.

			Let’s not forget about the human factor.

			Humans will be humans: when branding isn’t there, we’ll trust the next best thing: other humans. If other people recommended this doctor and said ‘he looks funny but believe me, he’s a terrific doctor’.. We’ll find enough confidence to overcome the trust issues and engage with him.

			Now, can a brand grow so significantly that it will require almost nothing else to produce customers?

			I’ve seen some obscene cases in the past years, one of them was the perfect answer to this question: Elon Musk and his Cybertruck.

			Ugly, irreverent, the polemic electric truck that doesn’t even exist… but is congruent with Tesla’s core vision, we had a glimpse in real life of how’d look … and Musk knows how to put on a show for it.

			We had people talking about it, the media and all the elements of a brand that is trusted like Tesla backing this up. The result: 1,256,487 pre-orders.

			Let’s see:

			Validation? It’s a variation from the already validated product they offer (Tesla series), the rest of the questions were mostly answered on that live presentation. While we don’t know if this has been validated enough, as the product isn’t even on the market yet, we can surely say people received it well. And that could have gone wrong very quickly… but it didn’t. Kudos to Tesla’s team for creating a concept people resonated with.

			Branding? We mentioned: this is where they excelled: the familiarity, the consistency in how they delivered on their promises in the past (even though they were challenged, neglected, ridiculed that it was impossible for Tesla to deliver on their promised versions like the Model 3 (by the end of 2021 they delivered 936,172 vehicles in that year alone).

			A very sound brand that gives a sense of reassurance (plus other intangible values as well).

			Did they need to run many ads, to have an exemplary & optimised website? Not at all, users would find the option to pre order wherever they had it, even though the ‘order now’ button was hidden at the very bottom of a long page, users would probably find it and click it anyway.

			At some point ahead we’ll discuss how the so-called influencer marketing produces such a powerful move across certain industries, but suffice to say that this activity taps in-between ‘branding’ and ‘referrals from friends’.

			The 2nd lever has all to do with trust, reassurances and more.

			What about the third?

			The third lever: traffic acquisition

			I’ll have a go and risk saying that more than half of all businesses use this third lever as THE lever as if the other 3 barely existed at all.

			To introduce this third lever I want to tap into deep-rooted emotions that lie on every business owner/marketing manager’s mind: the need to survive today.

			This survival mode and evolutionary instinct is extremely important and we shouldn’t negate its influence in our decision making.

			To maintain a business in many cases is equal to supporting employees, sustaining rent and many other fixed costs. We are wired to address the day-to-day as if it was a hot potato.

			The other big element that comes into play is the nature of marketing: as we mention at the beginning marketing is noisy, confusing, full of unknown variables.

			When we are in this ‘day to day’ mode, we instinctively avoid anything that would look like extra complexity.

			And what provides an untamed number of complexities? A website.

			Between the pain that it means to find the right platform, right design, content etc… plus the daily pressure of delivering on sales… we just want an easy way out.

			Enter lever number 3: traffic acquisition (a.k.a. paid ads)

			I’ve been around marketing agencies for more than a decade: when I was a Digital Marketing Manager I had to hire several of them, then I worked for an agency, then I worked supporting agencies… I can say I have a good understanding of how they work.

			But better than that, through the work they do, I was able to tap into what was happening in the mind of business owners.

			These pains I mentioned before? The agency comes with the promise to ‘take care of everything’. A single powerful campaign (whether Facebook, Google Ads, TikTok etc) can effectively change the tides for your business.

			Now, that’s strong. We shouldn’t wonder why so many marketing agencies exist in the world.

			But rather than collide with the existing model I’d like to clarify what it means, so then we can dismantle it and get a better understanding of what actually works and doesn’t, when working with agencies.

			To name some of the benefits of working with agencies, and hence the reason why we as business owners engage with them we find:

			
					They run traffic acquisition and media buying for us.. Almost 100% autonomously.

					Contrary to what we perceive of ourselves, the agency has trained, experienced and skilled employees that can carry on with the complexities we are not even close to solving
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