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Matthew:   Hello, and welcome to Marketing Smarts; a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I am your host, Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs, and I thank you for listening. 

  
 Marketers today know that there are three simple rules to improving marketing 

performance, particularly online; test, test, and test. Still, just like exercising and 
eating right, while people know that they are supposed to test, and not just test 
once but test continuously, they often don’t do it.  

  
 To talk about the challenges inherent in testing and how to do it right I invited 

Justin Rondeau, Chief Editor and evangelist at WhichTestWon.com, to Marketing 
Smarts.  

  
 I asked him about how companies develop a testing culture, what makes a test 

smart, and what testing is telling us about best practices in online marketing. The 
following conversation was the result.  

  
 Before I get started I would like to remind you that if you like what you hear on 

Marketing Smarts, and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a review in 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You're also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email. My email address is MattG@MarketingProfs.com or you can find me 
on Twitter where I am @MattTGrant. 

 
 Without much further ado, let’s get started. Justin, welcome to Marketing Smarts.  
 
Justin:  Thanks for having me. 
 
Matthew: As I mentioned in my intro, you are Chief Editor and evangelist at 

WhichTestWon.com. Can you tell our listeners a little bit about this site, why you 
guys ended up creating it, how long it’s been around, and what the point of it is? 

 
Justin: Currently, WhichTestWon is the number one online publication evangelizing A/B 

and multivariate testing. Each week we put out a new case study, whether that is 
A/B or multivariate. We generally stick with A/B tests currently. It’s easier for our 
own model. 

 
 How this whole thing started was people weren’t optimizing as much as they 

should be. My publisher, Anne Holland, was fascinated with A/B testing and it 
was still kind of an emerging industry at the time, or emerging discipline you 
should say, within marketers. So she created the site to really get people excited 
about testing and build awareness.  

  
 Now we have a library of nearly 350 A/B tests and multivariate tests so it’s been 

really exciting.  
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Matthew: Just in case someone is listening and doesn’t know what an A/B test is or a 

multivariate test, could you just give a quick definition of those two testing 
approaches? 

 
Justin: Sure. Essentially an A/B test is when you have two different versions that you're 

testing; your A version and your B version. You split your traffic and in some 
cases, especially for smaller companies and maybe sites with lower traffic they 
will split it completely 50/50 from all traffic sources. So 50% or your traffic goes to 
version A and 50% goes to version B. You have a conversion goal, whether that 
be filling out a lead gen form or completing an ecommerce sale. Whichever gets 
the most of that goal, so more conversions, wins out.  

 
 You have to run them over time to get statistically significant results but the short 

of it would be of two versions whichever one does better wins and then you make 
live for 100% of your traffic. 

 
 A multivariate test you have different variations that are going on. Most tests will 

have a full factorial approach where there is say on one page you're testing a 
headline, a different image and then some other aspects of the page. What 
happens with a multivariate testing engine is it will show every different 
combination to a different visitor. You would have maybe headline A with image 
B with form C and they would go through all the actual combinations. That 
requires a significant amount of traffic and can take quite a while to get results 
but it does exhaust all possibilities and let you know how each element is 
functioning. 

 
Matthew: The multivariate test obviously sounds much more complicated and I think it’s 

probably a testing pitfall that people fall into. They think they are doing an A/B 
test but by tweaking other elements they are usually running a multivariate test. 

 
Justin: Yes, they’re running a multivariate test essentially without measuring so they’re 

creating their A/B test world and then they change all these other elements and 
they don’t actually know the driving force for the change. 

 
Matthew: Is that really just a function of the number of people running through it? With a 

multivariate test does it really come down to in order to make it useful you really 
just have to have the numbers? If you’ve set it up properly the only way to make 
it meaningful it to run a lot of people through it? 

 
Justin: That really is. With a multivariate test it requires a significant amount of traffic so 

it’s really reserved for high traffic websites or larger brands. 
 
Matthew: So A/B testing is the simplest thing that people can do. Multivariate is more 

complicated and requires more traffic.   
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One of the things I like about the site is that you give the visitors a chance to 
guess -- in fact, that’s why it’s called Which Test Won -- so you get this audience 
participation. They can guess whether it was the A version or the B version that 
won. Thinking about that, how often does it happen that the gut matches up with 
how the tests played out? Is it usually that people are right with their gut or are 
they frequently surprised? 

 
Justin: More often than not they’re surprised actually. There are weeks, like this week I 

think most people are getting it right which was surprising to me because I 
thought it was going to trick everybody. That goes to show even my gut isn’t as 
good as I think it is; nobody’s is.  

 
 I published this test using the words “free” and some bullet points versus 

simplified search. It was for an elderly care referral site. The “free” was actually 
the loser. I thought everybody is going to pick “free” because they love using that 
word but actually people thought it through and just completely thought through 
the test and did it right.   

 
Most of the time, I think more often than not, people are pretty wrong and 
sometimes to a huge degree. It’s amazing when I see 80% of our voters are 
wrong. It’s really wild when we see something like that. 

 
Matthew: What I was thinking about, and when I’ve talked to people who focus on testing 

and emphasize the importance of testing landing pages and forms and basically 
everything, is that the reality is a lot of companies just don’t test. It seems to me 
you’ll see a new website launched and you’ll ask how they tested it and they say 
they didn’t.  

 
 Everyone knows it’s a best practice but they don’t do it. That’s why it’s an 

interesting educational function of your site that it can remind people how 
frequently their gut is wrong.  

 
 There was a test that you highlighted from Auto Desk where they were looking 

for categories on their website for one of their tags and they were trying to 
choose between “industries” and “solutions”. The interesting thing I think you 
guys pointed out was that they had actually done a survey prior. They were 
changing things really to just validate what they found in the survey which was 
that customers preferred one over the other. Yet, when they tested, that actually 
wasn’t the case.   

 
Do you see that a lot where people feel like they’ve done the right thing, they’ve 
done their research, but then when they run the test their research was either 
faulty or they came to the wrong conclusions? 
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Justin: When you get those types of surprising results that’s kind of an anomaly. If you 
do your due diligence and actually do your research based off of user groups, 
analytics, and all those fun things you will more often than not have a winning 
test.  

 
 In this case I think that was more of an anomaly. I think what they needed to do 

is dive deeper and look at that segment they used that they surveyed. Did it fit 
the same criteria as the source traffic that was hitting the page that was actually 
tested? When you run into surprising results like that it requires you as the tester 
to dive deeper and actually start interpreting the why and that’s what’s going to 
give you better learning and further iterations.  

 
Matthew:  I think that one of the points it was driving home to me was how critical it is that 

this is an iterative process. I think too that people if they’re not testing when they 
do run a test they think, “Yah, we got what we wanted.” And then they don’t test 
again. Yet it seems like one of the constant messages is no, testing is never 
done, in a sense, because something could always be optimized further and 
there are always some assumptions you're making that you really haven’t tested.  

 
Justin: That’s absolutely right. I would say testing results are by their very nature 

degenerative. There are all these external factors that are going to be changing, 
especially on the web. The web is just a fluid source of traffic coming to you 
which will shift all the time. Maybe in terms of a new ad campaign you're putting 
out there, maybe your site got blogged about and you're getting all this new traffic 
that you haven’t accounted for when you were researching your demographics 
and such things.  

 
 Just because you had a winning test in March doesn’t mean it’s going to be a 

winning test in August.  
 
Matthew: This brings me to this notion of something you mentioned. I think you were 

talking about a test run by this company Ion Interactive. We had Scott Brinker 
from over there on the show almost a year ago now. You mentioned one of the 
things you were praising them for that they had done and you talked about that 
company having a testing culture.  

 
 I was wondering if you could unpack that. What are the components of a testing 

culture? 
 
Justin: I’ll unpack testing culture in a second. With Ion, as a testing technology they have 

to have a testing culture. That’s required. They have to drink their own medicine, 
so to say.  

 
 I did a webinar with Robin Chang from PayPal and she was talking about her 

own testing culture. The first thing is curiosity. You have to have a team of people 
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who are always curious as to the underlying reasoning for what‘s going on in 
your website and how you can make it better. Build your team around that kind of 
notion.  

 
How to build it culturally around your management staff and everyone else 
involved is you have to redefine the notion of failure where a failing test isn’t a 
loss; it’s still giving you information. What a real failing test is something where 
you have no information from. You have to redefine the term of failure.  

 
 Two, you have to get everybody on board and make sure that they’re not married 

to their work. You have to actually push for this type of pragmatism within the 
workplace. That’s actually much harder to do than it is to say. People will be 
invested in the stuff they’ve done on their own website. You’ll have the CEO who 
really loves things on the homepage and doesn’t want things to change but you 
know if you make some changes you're going to see a lift. That turns into two 
people clashing and you're not getting this testing culture so to say.  

 
 That’s kind of what it is in my mind. 
 
Matthew: There are always going to be people within the organization who see the value of 

testing. They will even set up and run tests. But if the organization isn’t ready to 
act on the insights that are produced by the tests then that’s where the testing 
culture falls through.  

 
Justin: That’s something I’ve seen far too often. Sometimes on WhichTestWon in our 

comments people will say, “I went to their website and the losing version is still 
live.” That’s an unfortunate thing.  

 
 One of my favorite tests was just a gorgeous redesign. It wasn’t a particularly 

great test but I think it was the story behind it where they get an incredible lift and 
then the higher up said no. Even though we have the numbers that say this is 
performing far better they still said no and they refused to make it live.  

 
 Another great one was a test by Brewer’s Market that they did during the 

holidays where they changed a headline from “Your All-in-One Brewing Kit” to 
“Best Damn Beer You’ve Ever Tasted” and the “best damn beer” won. That one 
won hands down the first round and then the management staff absolutely hated 
it and made them test it again because they thought it was a fluke and it did even 
better next time. 

 
 It’s really unbelievable how people can spit in the face of data and these results. 

It’s mainly just because of their ego and it’s a shame.  
 
Matthew:  I think there’s a direct line between ego and gut somehow and if you could just 

sever that line that’s the first step. Because you would think the ego would be 
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tied to actually better business results and increasing productivity and revenue 
and things at the company and not whether you have the power to actually push 
through what you want in the face of contradictory data. But maybe I’m just living 
in a fantasy world.  

 
 It’s interesting to me just how spare the site is and even the commentary, when 

people dig into it and see this is the results and this is the conclusions you draw 
from it. Even then you keep it pretty simple. You could probably go on and one 
about it but I like how you pull out here’s a very important lesson.  

 
 Also, sometimes in the comments what I like too is that you guys really have an 

appreciation for well done or very thoughtful or clever tests. There was one test 
you were talking about and you said this was a really smart test. I was curious 
since people would want to do the smartest testing possible, what makes a 
particular test in your mind really smart or really clever? 

 
Justin:  I think one thing that makes it really clever it really comes back down to the 

research phase. The test itself is kind of the fruit of all the labor. You get this nice 
test out there and a really great test is indicative of all the research you do in the 
beginning.  

 
What really makes things clever and smart for me, especially when I was judging 
the awards or when I pick tests of the week, is when people give me that back 
story on the type of research they did, what sort of traffic segmentation they were 
doing, how they came up with the idea, whether they used user groups or 
anything like that. Really how they came up with the idea is the best way to pick 
a smart or to have a smart test. Really it comes down to having a particular goal, 
a measurable goal, as well as a very clear hypothesis and then on top of that it 
goes to what you're measuring.  

 
 This discipline is expanding. People who did it two years ago were very 

meticulous and they would measure as far down the funnel as they possibly 
could but as this is expanding you're getting some newer people in the industry 
who are very focused on shallow metrics, like click-thrus on top funnel pages. It’s 
an unfortunate trend that that’s occurring but it’s making tests less smart so to 
say. It’s really just following through to a conversion action that’s going to move 
the needle.  

 
 If you can associate a click-thru on a top funnel page to some sort of metric 

further down because if so-and-so clicks this it’s worth such-and-such dollars or 
cents to us that’s great, but that’s not information I’m seeing and it’s just a trend 
backwards that I’m seeing right now. 

 
Matthew: Is that the difference between a shallow metric and a deep metric is proximity to 

actual conversion or revenue generation? 
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Justin: Yes, I would say it’s shallow versus a deep metric would really be whatever your 

long term goal is for your site. It’s getting as close to that as possible. 
 
Matthew: That makes sense. It seems like especially now there is a lot of testing 

technology that’s actually more or less readily available as I understand it so 
actually running a test isn’t very difficult. As you said, it’s the fruit of all the labor. 
So it seems to me for a test to really be meaningful it is critical that you have 
what you just referred to as a clear hypothesis. I was wondering if you could give 
a couple examples of clear hypotheses and talk a little bit about what people 
really need to do to develop really clear hypotheses. 

 
Justin: Yes, for instance, say there is a mid-funnel category page or something like that 

where you're seeing a drop off. You're seeing a major drop off on there. You're 
looking at your metrics, you see a drop off, and then you ask why. 

 
 You see a drop off on this page and you start thinking why is this happening and 

how can I fix it? How can I make it better? Then you start looking at the time on 
site and different metrics like that to figure out how people are acting. Maybe if 
you have something like a click tracker to see where people are clicking and 
what they’re doing, and then start coming up with based on this information we 
have you can start -- say you don’t have a big enough call to action on particular 
categories. People don’t know that it’s clickable. It’s an image and people don’t 
know to click there and then they just leave.  

 
 So your hypothesis would be if we add a more clickable call to action or clickable 

imagery it will increase conversions. Then you set your test up based off of that, 
you have your clear goal, you want to increase click-thrus on this page to the 
shopping cart. Again, that’s pretty shallow right now but this is just hypothetical. 
Now you have what you think will up the conversions, you have your hypothesis 
there, and then you also have your methodology that’s kind of pulled in from the 
hypothesis as well.  

 
Matthew: I think that makes sense and thanks for walking us through that. I wanted to 

come back to something you said before about the testing culture and this idea of 
redefining failure. As you said, if you run a test and you got enough people 
through and it’s statistically significant it’s hard for me to imagine what failure 
means in that case but I was wondering if you could talk a little bit more what you 
meant by redefining failure. 

 
Justin: Yes. Say if we made a more clickable action on this category page and say it 

tanked and it did even worse or it didn’t change conversions at all then that would 
be in the traditional eyes of failure. You made this assumption, you were wrong, it 
failed.  
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 But as long as you build up properly, you do your due diligence like I was saying, 
and you create this hypothesis based off of your analytics and your other findings 
you're still going to get some learning out of that failure. Then you can take that 
failure and that information, log it, and then push that into your next hypothesis, 
into your next understanding for that test.   

 
It’s not a matter of Justin has this idea he thought was great, it didn’t work out, he 
should be fired. As wild as that sounds it’s a huge issue with test adoption; why 
people aren’t testing as much. There is such accountability in a sense. People 
don’t redefine that term of failure and people feel like if they have a failing test 
that their jobs could be at risk or anything like that. That was years ago but still I 
think people don’t want to jump into testing so much because they feel it makes 
you far more accountable.  

 
Matthew: That is an odd thing and also has to do with ego. It’s so funny how ego and fear 

and really non-business things, purely psychological categories, get in the way of 
something that really is important for the business.  

  
 I wonder too if it’s just that people are maybe out of ideas. If I test this and it 

doesn’t work I don’t know what to do next. Again, it seems like a weird thing. 
 
 You guys have run and looked at tests on a lot of different aspects of websites 

and landing pages and stuff like that. Our audience tends to be fairly B-to-B. I 
was wondering if there are certain trends or things that you're seeing in terms of 
what leads to better form completion, email opt-ins, downloading free trials, just 
any kind of trends that might be particularly helpful or insightful for our B-to-B 
listeners.  

 
Justin: I think an oldie but a goodie -- and any time I bring this up at any conference 

people just kind of cringe and I do too coming from not marketer Justin -- but 
overlays. Overlays kill it. You know you get that kind of pop-up. It’s a pop-up feel. 
I know people think it’s too intrusive or undermines the site and those things. 
There are all these reasons for people not to do it and I totally understand that.  

 
Matthew: I hate them personally. 
 
Justin: I absolutely hate them but in comparison to an inline form on a site you're going 

to see about a 10x increase in terms of completion. Overall we have a lot of tests 
where even there’s I think it was a software company, they didn’t disclose their 
name actually, an agency sent me this. They did a bunch of tests of overlay 
versus no overlay for a free trial download and the overlay -- I forget the actual lift 
percentage because I haven’t looked at this test in a while but it was an amazing 
lift. 
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 Then it wasn’t a question of should we have an overlay it was okay, now let’s 
optimize this. Those actually do work well. If you're vehemently opposed to doing 
it just try it. Just try it out. If you see a big increase in bounce rates because of it 
then get rid of it. That’s fine, but I think it’s at least worth trying if you haven’t yet.  

 
 Another trend I’m seeing which is actually really interesting, this was during the 

awards. We’re starting to see some B-to-C design aspects end up doing very 
well in the B-to-B area. Specifically we saw a new design trend that was almost 
on the consumer side that’s working well in B-to-B now where it’s a large image 
in the background instead of a solid color or white space so the image is 
becoming the white space and they have panels above it.  

 
 Dell did an amazing test with this. They actually ran two of them. One they had a 

very old school, text heavy, B-to-B page where it was all this information and they 
wanted people to eventually sign up to get some sort of representation and 
somebody would contact them. But then they made this very web 2.0, gorgeous 
page and it converted much better. Then they tested this against what they used 
for their standard landing page where it was a white background and the same 
form, same set up, but had that big image in the background and that one beat 
out their standard form as well. 

 
 KinderCare did a similar thing on their homepage. That’s more for people looking 

for schools for their children at a KinderCare institute but still we’re seeing a trend 
in terms of designs shifting where that solid color background isn’t performing as 
well as it once did which I think is pretty interesting as well. 

 
Matthew: You also had another test with KinderCare that focused on form completion. In 

that case they had a much longer form that ended up was more effective than the 
shorter form. I don’t know if you can generalize for something like that but I know 
in the B-to-B world there is constantly pressure to have that form capture as 
much information as possible and yet I think there is a gut level feeling of just ask 
them for their name and email address and move on and we’ll get the rest later.   

 
So what are insights you’ve found there and what helps in terms of not annoying 
your users but is still getting a significant amount of information you want to get 
through form completion. 

 
Justin: With the KinderCare test they only added one form field for this one. There was 

another where they added several more and it tanked. The KinderCare one was 
interesting because they added an optional questions or comments section and 
they saw no conversion lift but no conversion depression. It also increased the 
quality of the lead so they kept it there and that was a great win for them even 
though there was no actual lift.  
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 What I have seen in terms of different forms and trends people could be using, if 
you have a long form the first question would be not just how many form fields 
you want but how many pages of a form do you want? How much do you want to 
overwhelm the user initially?  

 
 One trend I’ve seen that’s worked well is anytime there is a form they start off 

with a smaller teaser with some information but they also have a progress bar 
that tells you there are two more steps or one more step after this and that helps 
a lot because it frames in the user’s mind that this isn’t a huge time commitment 
or it gives them the time commitment that they are about to go through. They get 
used to it up front. 

 
 I met a representative from Kellogg’s one time when they were running a test on 

their Special K campaign where you can lose a bunch of weight if you eat Special 
K instead of a meal. They said it was a three step form. She said, “I don’t know 
why it’s not converting.” It was a 10 step form that required double opt-in. You're 
saying it’s three steps and it’s 10. Get my mindset right. I didn’t even want to 
finish doing it at the workshop and I had to. It was unbelievable.  

 
 Get your users expectations there at the front and I think you have to go back to 

the board. I understand sales and marketing are going to be arguing about how 
many form fields they can have on there based on what’s necessary. Get rid of 
any sort of superfluous form fields. I know that that’s the standard tactic but it’s 
tried and true. If it’s not necessary get rid of it. Find out what your sales team 
absolutely needs to make the sale and complete it and have those up there but 
anything that is optional is not necessary and thus a distraction. 

 
Matthew: That makes sense. It makes the form just seem longer even if you're telling 

people it’s optional. 
 
 That’s about all the time we have this morning, Justin, even though I feel like 

we’re just getting rolling. The one last question I did have was I wasn’t sure how 
you actually found out about the tests that you highlight. Are they submitted to 
you by companies or agencies? How does someone even get your eyes on a 
test that they run? 

 
Justin: They are generally user submitted. I’ll get them from agencies or companies who 

are running them which is really fortunate for me. Other times, if I’m on my Mac 
and then I’m on my Dell if I see two different versions on a site I’ll contact the 
person or the company to try to get in touch with them. Anything that catches my 
eye on the web. Maybe somebody blogs about a test they ran and then I get in 
touch with them as well. If you're doing testing I’m going to find out about it so I’ll 
probably get in touch with people. If not, they can find me which is generally what 
happens. 
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Matthew: And if people did want to find you should they just go to WhichTestWon.com? 
 
Justin: Yes, they can go to WhichTestWon.com and in the footer it tells you how to get in 

contact with me. I love seeing new tests and love talking to people, so don’t just 
reserve it for submitting tests if you want to talk about optimization; just shoot me 
an email. 

 
Matthew: I can tell why they call you an evangelist because your enthusiasm for all things 

testing is palpable. Justin, thank you so much for joining us on Marketing Smarts. 
 
Justin: Thanks for having me. 
 
Matthew: And thank you listener for listening here to the very end. Once again, this has 

been Marketing Smarts Podcast brought to you by MarketingProfs. I’ve been 
your host, Matthew Grant. Talk to you next week.  


