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In a perfect world, every online 
marketing program would
deliver completely
on its potential.
Funnels would overflow with qualified leads. Shopping carts and trials would convert as

expected. And all payments would clear without problem. But, the world is far from perfect,

and, no matter how good the plan, there are a number of details waiting to derail it.  
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It wasn’t that long ago when having a plan 
and an instinct was enough. And if you could 
actually demonstrate results, well, you were 
way ahead of the game. 

Those days are long gone. Today, metrics matter. And like 

everyone else involved with digital commerce, online marketers 

are under constant pressure to continually prove and improve 

the value of their programs. 

On a practical level, that means using the analytical tools 

at your disposal to get the most from each campaign and 

program. There are advanced page and traffic analytics to 

increase your search rankings. Sophisticated social monitoring 

to improve your sentiment and influence. And search media 

planning and buying applications to fine-tune your SEM

bidding strategies. 

But, so far, there is no single tool to stop and reverse the 

revenue leakage that can occur as leads move through the 

conversion funnel. Instead, what is emerging is a set of 

interdisciplinary tools and strategies generally referred to as 

conversion rate optimization (CRO). And, online marketers are 

using it to great effect to do everything from increase shopping 

cart conversions and average order value to improve trial 

quality and recapture abandoned

carts and unfinished payments.

goals of cro
• Increase shopping cart
 conversions
• Increase average order value
• Improve trial quality
• Recapture abandoned carts   
 and unfinished payments
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When wielded effectively, CRO can have a
dramatic effect on revenue at every stage of
the digital commerce lifecycle.

It can set the stage for greater lifetime value at activation. 

Prime the well for upgrades and cross-sells. And ensure loyalty 

when it’s time to renew. 

While all that is true, CRO’s ability to acquire and move

traffic through the funnel and impact the other stages of the 

lifecycle make it arguably the most critical to the customer 

acquisition stage. 

Of all the strategies for plugging revenue leakage, CRO is by far 

the most effective. But even with widespread use, a great deal 

of myth and misinformation still surround CRO. Most of it is just 

bad advice or best practices taken out of context,

such as “bigger buttons are always better.” But others, like 

“CRO is too complex, difficult or expensive,” can be harmful

if taken at face value. The first step of any CRO program

should be learning the facts. A good place to start, and get 

some great insights in the process is this webinar Top Ten

Myths of Conversion Optimization co-produced with 

WiderFunnel, a digital agency.

CRO IS CRITICAL tO THE 
CUSTOMER ACQUISITION 
STAGE of the
digital lifecycle.

ACQUIRE

ACTIVATE

UPSELL,
CROSS-SELL

UPGRADE

RENEW

Digital
Commerce

Lifecycle

http://www.avangate.com/lp/webinar-conversion-myths-2015.html
http://www.avangate.com/lp/webinar-conversion-myths-2015.html
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Regardless of what has been said, the facts speak for themselves.

Optimizations to the cart
alone can lift conversions—
and revenue—by 20%.
This makes it one of the best marketing investments you can make. By leaving CRO out

of your budget, you’re also potentially leaving millions of dollars on the table.
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CRO Strategies at the 
Acquisition Stage.
CRO strategies at the Acquisition stage typically fall into one of two categories: 

• Those aimed at completing transactions (increasing the conversion rate), and 

• Those looking to increase the value of the transaction (average order value). 



www.avangate.com   |   (650) 963-5701   |   info@avangate.com7

The goal of this approach is to remove all the distractions and anxiety
standing in between the buyer and the sale. 

Optimizing the purchase funnel is the bread and butter of CRO. It is where the majority of marketers

focus or at least begin their efforts. It is also the place where you can quickly make the biggest

impact. Strategies for optimizing conversion rate are all about putting yourself in the shoes of

the buyer. It is involves re-evaluating your purchase funnel and shopping cart for unnecessary

content, distractions and obstacles - and testing hypotheses that remove doubt and increase

trust and the sense of urgency. 

Optimizing for Conversions
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In this approach, the goal is to communicate additional value with an upsell
or cross-sell at the point of purchase – or right afterward. 

The strategies for increasing average order value (AOV) are many and depend on your business

model and market. For licensed software, it could be an upgrade offer for a product with

enhanced features. For SaaS, you could offer a longer-term subscription. For both models,

a cross-sell may be a complementary product or service from a native portfolio. Or, for

start-ups with light catalogs, an offering from another company that supports or strengthens

your digital goods. 

Optimizing for Average
Order Value
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In all cases, the goal is to increase the value of the 
sale without cannibalizing conversions.

Unlike conversion rate-based strategies, AOV optimization 
does involve some risk. By definition, this strategy will disrupt 

the purchase flow and conversions may decrease as a result. 

With AOV optimization, it is extremely important to benchmark 

your revenues and track how your tests are affecting them. There 

are formulas you can use to calculate whether the gains from up-

grades and cross-sells aren’t coming at the cost of conversions.

The general rule is that if your conversion rate goes down by 
half you need to double your average order value to make it 
pay off. You can use a formula to calculate the break point, and 

then test and measure to ensure you stay ahead of it. Or you 

can deploy an alternative strategy that serves up the cross- or 

upsell offer after the sale and avoid the risk altogether. These 

deliver the offer on the confirmation page or via email.

While slightly less effective, they don’t interfere with the cart

and allow you to grab a higher wallet share without risking

your acquisition conversion rate.

Whether you optimize for conversion rate or order value, both 

strategies require a rigorous statistical approach and commitment 

to a never-ending cycle of measurement, planning, testing,

analysis and ongoing optimization. 

CRO / AOV

M
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OPTIMIZING FOR BOTH
CRO AND AOV REQUIRE
A CONTINUOUS CYCLE
OF COMMITMENT.
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The ABC...Zs of
Conversion Rate Optimization
Every CRO project should begin with a baseline measurement and benchmark of the key metrics. 

There are many tools available today to marketers for granularly measuring web and mobile traffic

and user behavior, but the most common – Google Analytics and Adobe Analytics – should give

you all the basic data you need to get started.

Avangate has additional tools for tracking and analyzing the shopping cart that can help

fill in the gaps, and give you a more complete picture.
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When looking at what to measure and benchmark, 
it’s best to start with the basics, which include:

• Website or landing/product page traffic
• Shopping cart traffic
• Orders
• Revenue

All of these would give you the core data you need to calculate 

site, page and cart conversion rate, as well as average order 

value (AOV). With these in hand, you can now begin the work 

of optimizing for both transactions and average order value. 

The following will take you through the steps and process for 

setting up and running a successful CRO program. In our model, 

we’ll focus on the purchase funnel and shopping cart, as they’re 

the most critical to reducing revenue leakage in the acquisition 

stage of the digital commerce lifecycle.

Optimizations to the
cart alone can lift
conversions- and
revenue- by 20%,
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Step A - Analyze your purchase funnel

Here are some starting points for your investigation:

• Look at the web design, UI and purchase funnel from the

 user’s perspective, e.g., how many steps or clicks it takes to go

 from the home page through to the order confirmation page.

• View the shopping cart and purchase flow through the eyes

 of the global buyer and note if they’ve both been sufficiently

 localized for language, payment methods, currency and even

 cultural preferences.

Once you know your metrics and have benchmarked your conversion rate and
AOV, you can identify gaps and areas that can be tested and improved
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• Time your page loads and how long it takes to go through

 the purchase process.

• Examine if and how you handle errors and whether the

 actions required by the buyer are clear and easy to follow.

• Test your site on all platforms, devices and browsers.

• Analyze the conversion rate for both new visitors and

 returning visitors to see if there are differences in how they

 move through your funnel.

• Look at your different marketing channels to see if visitors

 behave differently. For example, how does the conversion

 rate of a visitor acquired through paid search compare to

 a visitor from referred by an affiliate?
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A good optimization hypothesis contains an IF/THEN 
statement to show cause and effect and is tied directly to

the user’s behavior and the desired outcome. For example,

“By adding a security icon on the cart page, the buyer will

have less anxiety and, therefore, will complete the order.”

Once you have a list of hypotheses, you have to prioritize 
them. It is helpful to rank them according to impact— what will 

move the needle the most with the least amount of effort to 

implement the test. The hypotheses with the highest impact and 

lowest effort should form the basis of your initial testing plan.

Step B - Create a test plan

The test plan is your guide and blueprint for the testing, 

analysis and optimizations that come after it. It should include

your hypotheses, the specific pages or objects that you are 

going to test against (the controls), the two to three test

variations (depending on your traffic volumes), and your 

rationale for why those will perform better than the control. As

you test, your plan will evolve throughout the process as you 

gather insights and apply them to the next series of tests.

Knowing what to test and why is part art and part science. After you’ve reviewed your pages and 
processes, you should have at least a dozen ideas or hypotheses of how you can improve them. 
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Conversion Rate
• Removing unnecessary content and distractions

• Adding social credibility statements, such as number of likes or downloads

• Adding a buyer support phone number

• Localizing for each target country: translating text, displaying order

 of form fields correctly, and offering local  payment methods

• Testing different purchase flows (number of steps)

• Testing different cart layouts or designs

Average Order Value
• Adding or removing upsell or cross-sell offers in the cart

• Testing different price points for your product

• Testing different price points for upsell/cross-sell products

• Adding back-up media or download insurance

• Testing display or placement of upsells, such as interstitial

 overlay or during purchase or post-purchase

Testing for Conversion Rate and Average Order Value. 
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Your test plan not only includes what to test, but also must consider how long you need to test for. Calculating

your sample size and test duration is an important part of creating your test plan, and may affect how many

variations you can ‘afford’ to test.

Depending on the traffic to your page and/or cart, 15 days
(i.e. two 7-day business cycles) is usually sufficient to reach

statistical significance with a confidence level of 95%. Any less,

and you won’t have the data to support or disprove your

hypotheses. Any more, and you’ve lost time and money to put

your findings into play. 

Step C - Test like you mean it
Like all statistical exercises, conversion rate optimization requires a meaningful data sample
in order to obtain a significant finding.

With testing you
always work in
parallel, with your
eye on the next test.
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Like everything else with testing, finding the right balance is 
something that only comes with experience, and more testing.
There are best practices, but they are only general rules and are 

often proved wrong by the exception.

As a general rule, the winning configuration or model should 
be able to attain a 95% level of confidence before it can be 
declared permanent. You can get a handy calculator here. That 

will help ensure that the results you received during the test are 

repeatable in your production environment.

Remember, too, that testing is an iterative process. Test 

number two should be built on the results of test one, and so 

on. With testing, you’re always working in parallel, with your 

eye on your next text, even before you’ve completed the one in 

progress. Even when tests fail or have inconclusive results – and 

they do 25% of the time – they typically provide some insight 

that can be applied to the next test or live campaign. 

Test
Highest Priority 

Hypothesis

Follow-up
to Expand on

Winners

Implement
Winners

http://www.avangate.com/conversion-aov-calc/
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Step D - Put Your Findings Into Play
and Confirm Your Conclusions

Running the new configuration(s) outside of the test is the best way to confirm
the validity of your conclusions, as well as your test plan and methodology. The before 

and after analysis can also be a humbling experience if the results don’t hold up over time.

If they don’t, then you’ll need to consider additional testing. Even if they do, there is no such

thing as the perfect shopping cart, page or purchase flow. Preferences are always changing

and evolving, and you’ll never know with certainty what users will react to next. A best

practice is to validate tests by repeating them, for example, in another season or with a

different customer segment. The only thing you can do is continue to test and look

for ways to optimize, which brings us to the last and final step. 

Once you’ve conducted your test and determined the winner,
it’s time to put them into play.
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Not if you want to continue to recover the additional 5-20% 
of lost revenue. Revenue leakage can occur at anyplace within 

the commerce lifecycle, and there are numerous things you can 

do, beyond the testing cycle, to source and stem it.

Of those, the most effective, if not also most satisfying, 
is the recovery of revenue lost during the purchase process.
Strategies for recovering lost revenue typically fall into two 

categories: abandoned cart recovery and unfinished

payment recovery.

Steps E through Z: Go Beyond Testing
You can complete a test, but the testing and optimization is really never over.

abandoned cart recovery
and unfinished payment
recovery are the two
most effective ways
to recover revenue
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Cart Abandonment

With all the virtual and real-world distractions that can 
possibly interrupt the buyer, it’s a wonder any online purchase 
is ever completed. There are any number of things that can 

cause a buyer to abandon the cart. That’s why it’s a mistake 

to look at an abandoned cart as anything but another – and 

very good – opportunity to close the sale. Individual tactics 

for recovering abandoned carts range from the simple – single 

email notice – to the more sophisticated – a redirect to a 

targeted offer. Your situation and goals will dictate which to 

use, but both generally average attach rates of 10%. Avangate’s 

platform includes an abandoned cart email campaign, and 

also supports more specialized 3rd party solutions that can be 

seamlessly added on a pay-for-performance basis. 

Unfinished Payments

As with abandoned cart recovery, unfinished payments 
present an opportunity to close a sale. Most unintentional 

unfinished payments are caused by errors or oversights made 

by the shopper during the buying process. An incorrectly 

entered card number or expiration date, or a declined credit 

card, is the most usual culprit. Many valid unfinished payments 

can be recovered immediately at checkout through one means 

or another. One of the most effective is the unfinished payment 

screen. Another common method is the follow-up email, which 

is sent at a pre-defined frequency until the purchase is made. 

That is very effective in countries, such as Brazil or Japan, 

where many online purchases are completed offline at a bank 

or convenience store. 
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Additional strategies for preventing revenue 
leakage involve looking at everything from your 
payment processors and authorization risk
filters to the brand consistency between your 
website, store and shopping cart.

Each of these and more contribute to the overall acquisition 

conversion rate and should be open to scrutiny as part of your 

CRO efforts. To help you get started, we’ve created the CRO 

checklist for purchase flow and cart optimization.

$
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The most accurate definition
of Conversion is “a progression
from one state to another.” 
When the buyer makes the decision to purchase, to upgrade or renew, it is rarely or ever a random, spontaneous act but

instead the result of a cumulative process that was possibly days, weeks, months and even years in the making. The progression from

prospect to trial, trial to customer, customer to renewal or upgrade, and renewal to evangelist doesn’t happen by accident, or easily. Instead,

it typically is the result of careful planning and, in most cases, significant investments. As the customer moves through the commerce lifecycle

they are converted from one stage to the next as the result of your efforts. Or they leak away in between the cracks as unwitting casualties

during the commerce lifecycle.
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For online marketers, CRO – and the analytical 
disciplines and tools it comprises – represents
an opportunity to maximize those efforts
and investments at every stage. But, it is not 
without its risks and pitfalls. 

Even with its growth, CRO is still a relatively new practice, and 

many myths and misconceptions yet persist. Two of the most 

pernicious are that CRO is easy and its opposite trope, it is too 

hard or expensive. Neither, as it turns out, is true. 

CRO, like anything worthwhile, requires patience and experience 

to master. It is not impossible, but nor is it something that can 

be done easily, or in a day. What it is really is an ongoing process 

and commitment, one that with constant experimentation and 

hypothesis testing can lead you to greater insights and more 

effective results.

CRO is an ongoing
process and commitment
leading to greater
insights and results.
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Are you Ready?
CRO Checklist
Benchmarking

Are you adequately capturing user traffic and behavior?

Do you know what your average acquisition cost is?

Do you know what the lifetime value of a customer is?

Are you measuring and tracking your conversion rate at each stage in the customer life cycle?

Purchase Flow

How many steps or clicks does it take for the buyer to go from the catalog through to checkout?

Is your flow confusing or hard to follow in any way?

Has your site and cart been localized for each of your target markets, including the most popular local payment methods?

Have you optimized for the most common devices, platforms and browsers according to your analytics data?
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The Test Plan

Did you create a set of testable hypotheses, e.g. “If I move and increase the size of the Buy Now button, I will get a 5% lift in conversions?”

Have you prioritized the hypotheses, and ranked them in order of impact?

Did you calculate the required sample size and test duration based on the number of variations?

Do your test variations sufficiently represent the hypotheses?

Testing 
Did the test reach a 95% confidence level?

How often do you repeat the test to validate initial results?

What other insights did you gain from the test, and can you apply them to subsequent tests?

Did you conduct a before and after analysis to confirm the actual revenue increase in a production environment?

Revenue Recovery

Do you have a strategy to recover abandoned carts?

Do you sell in countries where convening or offline payments are common?



About us
Avangate powers modern Digital Commerce, finally solving the complexity of online commerce, subscription billing, and

global payments for Software, SaaS and Online Services companies. Backed by a proven cloud platform, unmatched expertise

and a depth of digital commerce services, Avangate helps digital business leaders drive the fastest path to revenue, maximize

the value of every customer, and expand global reach. Over 4,000 of the most demanding digital businesses in over 180

countries trust Avangate including Absolute Software, Bitdefender, Brocade, FICO, HP Software, Kaspersky, Metaio.

Learn more about how Avangate can help your business at

www.avangate.com
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