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Making Changes 
Cosabella optimizes digital designs with 
artificial intelligence 
by CRAIG GUILLOT 

R etailers are tweaking everything 
f r o m landing pages to images and 

fonts i n their efforts to increase web 
conversion rates. Yet w i t h hundreds of 
variables producing mill ions of com­
binations, i t can be time-consuming 
and diff icult to find the r ight match to 
produce optimal results. 

While retailers have been able to use 
analytics to measure the performance 
of such campaigns, i t has often taken 
time to obtain results. L u x u r y lingerie 
retailer Cosabella has been using a 
new system that offers near real-time 
insights on conversion rate optimiza­

t i o n and allows users to make on-the-
f ly changes to campaigns to improve 
their effectiveness. 

Cosabella, w h i c h has design head­
quarters i n M i a m i and product ion 
headquarters i n Italy, makes intimates, 
swimwear, shapewear and lounge 
wear for a global market. Market ing 
Director Courtney Connell says while 
the company recently expanded its 
online direct-to-consumer business, 
the industry has often struggled w i t h 
h o w to bring emotion to the digital 
experience. 

Cosabella has been t ry ing to revital­
ize the digital side of the brand by be­

coming more innovative i n the colors 
i t uses and h o w it presents its p r o d ­
ucts. Discussions about optimizat ion 
i n the past couple of years started as a 
way to try to find some of the lowest 
hanging f rui t to increase sales w i t h 
l i t t le investment. 

"Conversion optimization seemed 
like a no brainer to me," Connell says, 
"and it's one of the most important 
things for any company selling online." 

'AUTOMATED' THINKING 
Cosabella had used another t h i r d -

party system i n the past, but Connell 
says there was a growing need for 
more immediate results and feedback 
due to the rapidly changing environ­
ment. W i t h a growing collection of 
80 separate colors, i t was becoming 
challenging to determine w h i c h com­
binations of colors and products could 
optimize digital marketing efforts. 

" I needed to test all variables at one 
t i m e , " Connell says. Ascend, a system 
f r o m Sentient Technologies, " could 
combine all these into many differ­
ent candidates w i t h o u t me having to 
make that decision." 

Founded by data scientists who 
previously worked on what became 
Apple's Siri, Sentient launched i n 2014 
w i t h an "evolutionary computat ion" 
technology that brings artificial i n ­
telligence to retail. Ascend can help 
marketers accelerate testing speeds by 
as much as 100 percent and pick w i n ­
ning designs faster. 

John Epstein, chief marketing officer 
at Sentient, says Ascend uses evolu­
tionary algorithms and limits natural 
selection to give marketers an op­
portuni ty to test more campaigns and 
view their performance. 

H e says as i t becomes harder to 
"squeeze" more value out of customer 
acquisition, savvy marketers are t u r n ­
ing to site and landing page optimiza­
t i o n to increase the value of site visits. 
Tradit ional A/B testing can be time-
consuming and doesn't always qualify 
interactions w i t h subtle changes, 
Epstein says. Ascend makes marketing 
teams more efficient by enabling them 
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to test mult iple ideas at once. 
"We've really seen that whether it's 

making changes to colors or headlines 
or page layouts or f low, you can eas­
i ly achieve some significant increases 
i n some of the core" business perfor­
mance indicators, he says. 

Ascend's artificial intelligence dis­
covers not only w h i c h changes are 
most helpful but w h i c h combinations 
of changes can achieve the best results; 
Epstein says this can r u n into " m i l ­
l ions" of potential design combina­
tions for some companies. 

Testing can all be done on a single 
page or even across mult iple pages i n 
a " f u n n e l . " Each page is represented 
as a genome and simulates genetic 
operators l ike crossover and muta­
t i o n to determine i f parent variables 
are opt imal . I t then runs t h r o u g h the 
other combinations, testing each page 
only to the extent that i t is possible to 
decide whether or not i t is promising. 

The technology enables thousands 
of pages of products, colors, subheads, 
fonts, images and layouts to be tested 
i n a very short time. Ascend also 
learns over t ime w h i c h combinations 
of certain elements are effective and 
gradually focuses the search around 
the most promising designs, making 
its process even faster. 

Epstein says these machine learning 
capabilities create "automated" t h i n k ­
ing that can help marketers make the 
best decisions as quickly as possible. 

" I t continually tests designs and 
learns, essentially testing thousands or 
mil l ions, w i t h o u t having to test them 
all . I t compresses the time to test by a 
dramatic amount , " says Epstein. 

INCREASING CONVERSIONS 
Ascend users access a portal that 

allows them to set up and edit all 
changes themselves. Users outline the 
experiments, create aspects of the vari ­
ables and then deploy i t to obtain test 
results. Marketers send their designs 
through the porta l , w h i c h then gener­
ates a report to show h o w candidates 
fare relative to the control . Epstein 
says users can even test how the place­

ment of images or buttons can impact 
interaction and conversation rates. 

Connell says that one m o n t h into 
the program, Cosabella has been able 
to select top candidates that deliver 
sales that are 35 percent better than 
the control . 

" I n the end the final candidate 
w o u l d typically be higher," she says. 
"We still don't have the final data to 
be able to bui ld those numbers yet but 
we're seeing some awesome things." 

Digi ta l marking firm Condorly re­
cently employed Ascend to optimize 
the website of fast-growing fashion 
brand FlyPolar. The company u l t i ­
mately delivered a 50-page report on 

Narayanan, vice president of in te l ­
ligent commerce at Sentient, "where 
companies need smarter solutions 
to increase conversations across the 
entire user journey, f r o m first click to 
checkout." 

Connell says Cosabella has been 
able to test many things beyond con­
version rates and found some interest­
ing revelations about other aspects of 
the business. The company recently 
began testing promo headers and 
found that of its messages of " M a d e 
i n I t a l y " and " fami ly-owned since 
1983," the latter was the most popu­
lar w i t h customers. 

Cosabella also plans to use Ascend 

The technology enables thousands of pages of products, 
colors, subheads, fonts, images and layouts to be tested 
in a very short time. 

changes that could deliver immediate 
impact, but there was too little t ime 
to r u n so many tests. Using Ascend to 
handle the administration and testing, 
they were able to implement just a few 
changes on each page i n FlyPolar's 
funnel and deliver 16 percent more 
checkout page users and 13 percent 
higher order value i n only three 
weeks. 

The system automates testing f r o m 
end to end by evaluating the changes, 
interpreting the results and al lowing 
marketing departments to spend more 
time focusing on the ideas that w o r k . 

"We're entering into an era of 
intelligent commerce," says A n d y 

to more aggressively optimize its mo­
bile site and newsletter. Connell says 
the company w i l l be able to continu­
ally learn h o w marketing efforts per­
f o r m and find improvements i n many 
aspects of the branding. 

" I th ink we ' l l be using i t at all 
t imes," she says. "We don't see i t as 
something that w i l l just produce a few 
candidate [designs] and end there. We 
see ourselves constantly playing w i t h 
new items." S T O R E S 

Craig Guillot is based in New Orleans and 
writes about retail, real estate, business and 
personal finance. Read more of his work at 
www.craigguillot.com. 
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