s&iech

j =1

n

internet, =

™
STEATEGNES FOR MULTS-CHARNEL RETRL NG

Steering a steady course for e-commerce sites
as outside forces batter site performance

—By Don Davis

here was a time when a

consumer'’s Internet browser

simply displayed data stored
on a retailer’s web server. If the page
took a long time to load, or didn't
render properly, there were only a
few places to look for the problem.

Bur that's not the case today,
when a typical e=commerce site
may be drawing content from
several outside servers while being
bombarded by requests from scores
of search engines and comparison
shopping sites.

That means e-retailers have to
be aware of and manage a lot of
activity that goes on outside of their
own data centers, Failure to man-
age that outside activity can slow
e-comumerce site performance, a
complaint of 223% of web users in a
Forrester Research survey last year.

Lots of bots
One isue affecting online retail
sites s the stream of requests from
search engines, comparison shopping
engines and other automated systems
thar constantly ping sites 1o keep
ul[xluteu,l on what products retailers
are offering and at what prices. Those
bots account for about a third of the
traffic for CSN Stoges Inc., which
operates more than 200 sites thar
sell housewares, famiture and ather
items, says Steve Conine, chairmarn.
“At times more than half of the
traffic hitting our sites is from bots,
not even from people,” Conine says.
“It’s significant because you've got
to have the infraseructure to handle
recquests, and some of that is o
handle requests from bots.”
CSN's solution was to set aside
a portion of its bandwidth for the

data,” savs Dan Rowe, infrastruchure
architect at CSN.

Another way outside companies
can affect performance is by placing
pixels onto an online retailer’s site.
Those pixels may track activiry,
such as clicks on ads or sales that
onginated on an affiliate site, or they
may be placed by an
e-retailer’s analytics
verwdor or by an out-
siche service that helps
a retailer perform A/B
tests on its web pages,

Under Armour
Inc., a manufacturer
of athletic gear and
apparel that sells
online, discovered
through analyzing
reports from Gomez
Ine., which moni-
tors traffic on the
e-commerce site, that
some of those pixels were loading

slowly, increasing the time it took for

visitors to see the complete page.
“At any time there may be eight

or 10 pixels being tracked on a page,”

says Brian McManus, director of

automated bots, reserving most of its
data-serving capacity for human visi
tors. “We meter the rate at which we
serve content to bots, giving themn a
emaller straw to suck through, while
we give customers the more open
pipe to hit,” Conine says.

Mt of the bot traffic comes
from legitimate autormated systems—
such as major search engines like
Google, Yahoo and Microsoft—and
they identify themselves as such in
their headers, making it possible to
segregate most of the bot waffic, he
adds. Hackers also use bots to probe
for vulnerabilities in e-commerce and
other web sites.

CSN's fix improved performance
for customers, says Conine, who

e-commerce at Under Armour.
*If a page is loading in six to eight
seconds, and two scconds of that is
because of a pixel, it can be detri-
mental to our conversion and the
consumer shopping experience.”

To prevent such problems, Under

Armour negotiated agreements
requiring each company
placing pixels on its site
to deliver those pixels
within specified times.
The acceptable time
varies on a case by case
basis, says Mark Kuhns,
vice president of global
direct, who says Under
Armour’s aim is to be
in the top 5% of perfor-
mance rankings among
e-retailers. “We don't
want these technologies
to have a cumulative

cffecr that won't let us be

best in class,” Kuhns says.
The service-level agreements

have had an impact, McManus says.
He says overall site performance was

about 33% better by late summer
than it was six months earlier.

wauld not quantify
the improvement. He
measurcs the experience
r:-Fctmsumnl;r.» on his llltt
using a TrueSight IM
monitoring device from
Caradiant Inc., which
captures site trafhc,
amalyzes it and provides
reports on how the site
is performing, including
by category of users.
He says that device cost
about §100,000.

CS5N is also
an early user of a
Cordiant technology
that addresses another
problem relared to
greater reliance on
outside companies
by e-commerce sites.
CSN, like many
retailers, uses a content
delivery network, in
this caze Akamai Tnc.,
to store images and other site con-
tent on servers around the world,
accelerating delivery of that content
to consumers visiting CSN's sites.

Gaining an edge

The problem is: how does CSN
know how quickly a customer sees
that content when it is Akamai deliv-
ering the content, not CSN's own
server? Coradiant introduced this
sumimer a product called TrueSight
Edge that monitors traffic from
Akamai servers to consumers, It
gives CSN Stores visibility inte web
traffic patrerns and performance for
sites that are offloaded by Akamai,
giving us centralized system moni-
toring and reporting for all rraffic

Many retailers face the problem
of site performance sutfering because
of third-party pixels, says Ben Rushla,
senior manager of web performance
at performance-monitoring company
Keynote Systems Inc. He advises
retailers to generally put pixels at the
bottom of the code for a page, even
though that means an action might
not be tracked if the visitor clicks off
a page before it fully loads.

“The user is not coming to
the site to get tracked, but to buy
something,” Rushlo says. “Let’s not
let the analytics or media tracking
group run the business.”

Other retailers pick and choose
where they pur the tracking pixels,
for instance, placing the ones they
value most—such as analytics track-
ing codes—higher up on the page,
and less important pixels further
down. That way retailers can be
sure to get the data they need most
without slowing down page load
times. It's an example of how retail-
ers are retaining control of web site
performance, even when content is
coming from the outside. ®
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