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O DOUBT your organization
maintains an active site on the
World Wide Web. You your-
self may not have much to do

with it; indeed, you may not even know
who manages it. But one thing you can
be sure of is that the site is constantly
undergoing revision. Features and links
are being added or dropped all the time.
What’s more, real estate on the Web is
cheap. The people responsible for the
site might well be glad to add a feature
or two that would help you do your job
better—if only they knew what that
feature might be.

Do you know? If you don’t have a clue,
you’re not alone. Most companies
don’t encourage operating managers to
interact with the outside world through
the Web. They cordon the site off, or
else decide that only the marketing
department will be interested in Web-
based feedback. That’s a shame,
because every company’s site is a
potential gold mine of information—
about customers and prospects, about
products, about people who are looking
for jobs, about anyone or anything else
that affects your business. And all sorts
of managers can benefit from this
mother lode. Here are seven sugges-
tions—some already being imple-
mented, others that are just waiting for
a pioneer:

1 New-product ideas. Got a bright
idea for a new product, but not the bud-
get or the inclination to form another
focus group? Your company’s 20,000-
hit-a-week Web site is a giant room full
of reviewers just waiting to be asked
the right questions. Customers can be
enticed to fill out forms, offer their
opinions, submit feedback. Since gen-
tle persuasion may be necessary to get a
reasonable number of responses, make
it worth people’s while. Offer them a

reward, or a chance at winning some-
thing in exchange for a few minutes of
their time. Alternatively, run a Devel-
oper for a Day contest. Ask customers
to submit detailed ideas for your next
product, and reward the most creative
design with a prize. Meanwhile, tabu-
late the results of
your information
gathering and pull
out the notes dur-
ing your next
brainstorming ses-
sion. (Hint: If you
can con the folks
in Web develop-
ment to write a
Java applet that
lets visitors draw
pictures of the
products they’d
like to see, you’ll
get even more
information. And the number of
respondents will probably rise dramati-
cally.)

2 Instant market feedback. If
they’re not doing it already, ask your
Web gurus to track visitors as they go
through your site, and check which
pages are visited most. Maybe that’s
the product line you should be paying
the most attention to. Molly Parsley,
until recently a senior public relations
specialist at USWeb Corporation in
Sausalito, Calif., worked with Avon
Products, tracking use of the com-
pany’s Web page. “I analyze their
server logs on a weekly basis and report
back to Avon. I tell them which product
pages are being hit more frequently,
what keywords users are typing in to
get to Avon, what paths users take
through the site, what ISPs they use,
what browsers they have installed,
what sites are referring the most traffic,
and how much time users spend on the

site.” Using that information, Avon
recently launched a line of products
called Color Trends. The line is tar-
geted to “a younger, hipper audience,
far [removed] from the traditional Avon
Lady,” says Parsley, who helped Avon
launch the campaign.

3 Gripe sessions. Scanvec Co., in Tel
Aviv, Israel, provides design and pro-
duction software for the sign-making,
large-format printing, engraving, rout-
ing, and machining industries. The
company’s site includes a variety of
technical support forums, in which

end-users dis-
cuss the merits
and flaws of the
programs, log
complaints, and
ask questions.
Every post in
these forums—
including gripes
from customers
and solutions
suggested by
Scanvec’s sup-
port depart-
ment—finds its
way to the desk

of technical documentation manager
Leslie Pregenzer. “I immediately use
this information in a technical newslet-
ter that I distribute monthly,” says Pre-
genzer.

4 R&D planning. Walter W. Fredrick
Associates, in Peabody, Mass., pro-
duces shareware versions of printer dri-
vers. To download one of them, users
must enter their name and e-mail data,
with other data (such as phone num-
bers) optional. The company then
sends bulk e-mail to customers asking
about the quality of the program they
downloaded and whether they plan to
buy the commercial version. Cus-
tomers’ comments are combined with
download counts to help the company
determine how to spend development
resources. “As an example, say we have
a program with a large download
count—but a low percentage of users
are paying the registration fee to get the
full version,” explains treasurer Andy
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Fredrick. “The surveys we received
back didn’t indicate technical prob-
lems, so we surmised that we had found
a market but hadn’t quite hit the mark.”
The company compiled a list of the
people who had provided telephone
information and conducted phone
interviews. “We’ve been able to take
the product’s goal and scope and rede-
fine them, and shift development
efforts to that purpose.”

5 Speeding up the information
flow. If you’re not in marketing or
product development, don’t think for a
moment that the Web is useless to you.
Say you’re in charge of distribution:
Are your distributors faxing their
inventory and shipping schedules to
you? In just a few minutes, the Web
team can post a form on the site that lets
distributors enter the information
directly. And what about your employ-
ees—for every purchase they want to
make, are they filling out a form in trip-
licate and sending it to three different
managers for approval? Save everyone
the hassle: design a Web page that
accepts the purchase order as input and
sends a copy of it via e-mail to the pur-
chasing managers. The managers can
print it out and file it, or they can return
a message explaining to Thomas X.
Employee why he can’t have that $400
gold-plated pen set. 

The fact is, any information you find
yourself shooting around by fax,
FedEx, or good old-fashioned U.S.
mail can usually be funneled through a
Web site. If you’re worried about secu-

rity, assign users a password and take
advantage of encryption tools where
necessary. Just don’t let paranoia keep
you from reaping the benefits of Inter-
net-based communication and data
gathering.

6 Finding new hires. A couple of
years ago, San Jose, Calif.–based Cisco
Systems began driving employment
inquiries through its Web site. The
company often hires for several hun-
dred different positions at any one time
and had been relying on full-page print
ads. Now it takes out smaller-but-
higher-profile front-of-the-book ads
listing the top 10 job titles, along with a
URL for more information. 

What’s more, names of prospective
hires are electronically tied in to the
company’s “Cisco Friends” program,
which was established to “attract peo-
ple who don’t know anyone in their
field at Cisco,” says Ngoc Luong,
employment representative. First, says
Luong, a Cisco employee signs up to be
a Friend. Then Luong or a colleague
searches the database of prospective
employees for people who want to get
to know someone at the company. If a
Cisco employee matches someone’s
interests and background—sales, for
example—the Cisco employee “gives
that person a call and says, ‘Hey, I’m
your Cisco Friend. I work in our
employee sales office.’ You can ask
them questions about what it’s like to
work for Cisco. You hear it straight
from an employee rather than an HR
person.”

7 Good old-fashioned communi-
cation. Customers usually find that
interacting with companies is a frus-
trating experience. But in the real
world—800 phone lines, for exam-
ple—they can at least count on a cus-
tomer-service rep to pick up the phone.
On the Web, where communication
should reign supreme, it’s different.
Companies may give no indication
they’ve even heard a complaint or sug-
gestion, let alone respond to it. 

One company that does respond is
Netscape. After programmer Robert
Woodhead recently spent several hours
tracking down a subtle bug in Netscape
Navigator and reported it to the com-
pany, he wasn’t expecting much in
return. “I [figured] it would disappear
into the ‘Don’t expect a reply, we’re too
busy’comment black hole that so many
major Web sites seem to have. But a
Netscape programmer took the time to
e-mail me, asking some interesting
questions about the bug. That personal
response made all the difference.”

Woodhead, who runs several sites,
makes it a point to listen to feedback.
“Most of the cool features on my sites
were suggested by users. Companies
that don’t make it easy for people to tell
them stuff don’t get told what they need
to know.” So the most crucial element
of a Web site is also one of the most
obvious: “A mailto: link that gets a
human reply—even if it’s just a couple
of lines and some answers to frequently
asked questions.” Also, advises Wood-
head, “Log the e-mail addresses; those
responders are people who cared
enough about your product to either
praise it or bitch you out about it.”
Besides providing valuable feedback to
help you improve products and ser-
vices, they can become some of your
most valued customers. “Converts are
always the most zealous. Help some-
one who is angry at your company and
solve their problem, and you’ve got a
perambulating promotional ad.” ■

— Jim Kling
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Avon http://www.avon.com

Cisco Friends http://www.cisco.com/jobs/friends/

Selfpromotion.com http://selfpromotion.com

Walter W.Fredrick Associates, Inc. http://www.fredrick.com

Scanvec http://www.scanvec.com,
product forums at
http://www.scanvec.com/services/webforums.html
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