
Citysearch’s New Era: Video, 
Personalization and Social Media

Summary: In the past 60 days, IAC property City-
search has made a series of moves that represent a 
site evolution and best practices in developing an 
online destination within the crowded local search 
space. Last week, the company relaunched with a 
new site design, new features and most notably the 
integration of small-business video advertising, a 
quickly growing area that itself will be explored in 
an upcoming ILM Advisory. In March, Citysearch 
announced that it will acquire local search and 

review site Insider Pages for an undisclosed sum. 
Citysearch will integrate Insider Pages’ 600,000 
reviews from 30 U.S. markets into its own 13.5 
million existing merchant listings, roughly dou-
bling its previous review total. This infusion of 
social media, its associated search engine optimi-
zation benefits, local video advertising, growing 
sales assets and new management will all serve to 
differentiate Citysearch and help it turn around 
recent traffic declines in the coming months. 

Small Businesses Join Online Video Revolution
During The Kelsey Group’s Drilling Down on Local ’07 conference 
in late March, Peter Horan, IAC’s chief executive officer of Media 
& Advertising, announced from the stage that Citysearch had 
begun to integrate small-business video ads and would launch a few 
hundred videos by May. 

“To the extent that we’re able to show people how to do stuff or 
see what a restaurant [is like], you can show a lot in video,” Horan 
said. “It’s intrinsic in what we’re trying to communicate. And there’s 
huge demand to advertise with video.”

Elsewhere at the conference, small-business video ads got a great deal 
of attention. During his keynote address, Nick Grouf, CEO of video 
production company Spot Runner, characterized video as the “holy 
grail” for small businesses, which find it desirable yet cost prohibitive. 

Spot Runner, TurnHere and others have brought video capability 
within the reach of many small-business advertisers for the first time 
with affordable production and distribution offerings. In the case of 
Spot Runner, most of the cable spot buying process is self-serve, which 
enables economies similar to those that allowed Google and others to 
tap into the long tail of small-business paid search advertising.

Driven by these offerings and a natural desire to advertise with 
video, the demand has grown among local businesses. This has, in 

turn, caused many online publishers and networks to begin to talk 
about offering video and develop models to integrate video ad units 
into existing sales efforts. 

“Sales reps get it and advertisers get it. It’s something that everyone 
can relate to,” said Gordon Henry, chief marketing officer of independent 
directory publisher Yellow Book, during a panel discussion at Drilling 
Down on Local. Matt Crowley, CMO of Yellowpages.com, similarly 
expressed the possibilities of embedding video players within some 
online Yellow Pages listings in order to enhance the level of media and 
information of a traditional IYP lookup.  

Citysearch Takes the Pole Position
Last week, Citysearch came through on Horan’s promise and 
relaunched with a new site design and feature set that includes, most 
notably, video. Citysearch is the first and only major online local 
search destination to offer video advertising to an extensive degree. 
Some online travel destinations offer a few short video clips, while 
DexOnline, Savory Cities and MojoPages each have a limited but 
growing number of local merchant video ads. 

Citysearch conversely has 300 small-business video ads integrated 
throughout the site, and about 400 more that have been commissioned 
or are “in the can.” These are spotlighted in city-specific pages within 
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Citysearch and embedded within individual business listings. 
“It is a natural evolution for Citysearch in terms of brand and 

core value proposition,” says Scott Morrow, executive vice president, 
product and marketing. “We have editorial content, a large user 
base from which to draw user-generated content, and we bring in 
merchant info through the sales process. In some ways this was two-
dimensional. Video brings a new dimension.”

The partner of choice for the video creation is TurnHere, a 
company gaining a lot of attention for its video production model 
in the small and medium-sized enterprise segment. TurnHere has 
a network of about 2,000 filmmakers who shoot short video ads 
in every major U.S. major city and 50 countries. This outsourced 
approach gives the company a wide reach and few capacity restraints. 

“We expect to produce thousands of pieces of content this 
year, and we are nowhere near our capacity,” says Bradley Inman, 
TurnHere’s CEO. Inman adds that the company’s business levels are 
several times larger so far in 2007 than they were for full-year 2006 
but would not offer specifics. 

The Citysearch deal now brings another distribution channel 
for TurnHere videos and will accelerate its exposure and adoption, 
as well as that of small-business video advertising in general. 

TurnHere’s distribution reach previously comprised merchant Web 
sites and a handful of distribution partners including YouTube.  

Video Training Wheels for SMEs
Citysearch will offer video ad units free to new and existing advertisers 
that spend more than US$800 per month on performance-based 
advertising. For those below this level, it’s either an incentive to 
increase their advertising spend or an upsell opportunity (a six-
month contract is required for the US$800 monthly cap). This 
should gain importance as Citysearch continues to grow its physical 
sales force (examined below). 

This also represents a good opportunity for advertisers to ease 
into video ads through a trusted source. For existing advertisers 
it doesn’t require additional billing relationships or account 
management, but rather draws upon the trust inherent in an 
established relationship. Most of all, it is an attractive product 
bundle that involves gaining or maintaining the performance-based 
return on investment at a US$800 investment level, while receiving 
a free video as incremental value.

This is of considerable value, since TurnHere’s pricing for 
small-business video ads otherwise ranges between US$5,000 and 
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Citysearch Listing for N.Y. Restaurant With Embedded Video
SOURCE: CITYSEARCH (2007)
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US$10,000 (onetime price) depending on level of shooting and 
editing. This price differential could represent subsidization on the 
part of Citysearch, in order to drive initial ad unit sales and PPC 
upsells, as it pays TurnHere an undisclosed flat rate per video shot. 
Citysearch also retains the rights to the content. 

Spot Runner’s base rate for video ad creation by comparison is 
US$500, which doesn’t include on-site shooting and instead utilizes 
stock footage and custom voiceovers (a forthcoming ILM White 
Paper will examine these offerings and other dynamics of the local 
online video space). 

The attractiveness of this offer should generate substantial 
business through new advertisers, given the demand for video 
advertising in the SME segment mentioned above. This demand has 
been evident in Citysearch’s initial sales efforts with video, according 
to Morrow, and TurnHere separately expressed to TKG that its own 
sales initiatives in the SME segment revealed high demand. 

“We operated a pilot phase because operationally, video was new 
to us,” says Morrow. “During this time, we set an initial sales target 
of 700 videos. After week four, we had to stop signing people up 
because we already hit that target.” 

Looking ahead, Morrow speculates about the possibility of 
Citysearch featuring 10,000 videos by the end of 2007. The majority 
of advertisers, which don’t operate above the US$800 level, could 
eventually be offered monthly rates for video as an add-on to 
whatever their budget is, with the possibility of graduated pricing 
that incentivizes spending increases.

“There will be different types of packaging. Long term, every 
profile should have video,” Morrow recently told The Kelsey Group. 
“Everyone wants to be on TV.”

Beyond merchant videos, Citysearch in the future will integrate 
“editorial video,” which will feature communities, local themes or 
holiday events. These will likely be served with pre- and post-roll 
ads. There are also video ads for national advertisers in development, 
expected to launch in the third quarter.

Form and Function
In addition to video, the new Citysearch site underwent a drastic 
redesign and was infused with a new set of features. The new design 
is cleaner, better organized and more graphically rich than the 
previous version. In terms of functional changes, the site’s navigation 
and browsing capabilities are now more intuitive and user friendly. 
The screenshots at left offer a makeover-style “before and after” look 
at Citysearch’s transformation. 

In addition, new city-centric pages are presented to users who are 
registered within a certain city or are identified by their IP address 
as being in or near that city. Sites currently exist for Los Angeles, 
New York and San Francisco, while many more will be rolled out 
this year at an undisclosed schedule. 

These new city pages display top search results, featured businesses, 
editorial content from professional city editors and recommended 
businesses that are based on new personalization features.

SOURCE: CITYSEARCH (2007)

Citysearch Before …

… and After

Citysearch’s New  
San Francisco City Site



Citysearch’s personalization tools — chief among the site’s 
functional changes — are in line with a growing trend in the online 
media space. In the past few years, Yahoo! has launched personalization 
products such as My Yahoo! and MyWeb; more recently popular 
personal home-page offerings such as NetVibes, PageFlakes have 
surfaced; and last week Google introduced iGoogle. 

Citysearch now allows different levels of personalization based on 
a user’s interest in registering for the site. Registered users’ site search 
histories are tracked and used to generate future search results and 
suggestions. Specifically, a “MyCitysearch” box welcomes users and 
displays recently viewed pages and recommendations.

Nonregistered users will conversely have a lower degree of 
personalization and history tracking that is identified in future 
sessions by cookies. Meanwhile, all users are greeted with a “Popular 
Places Near You” section that dynamically tracks and summarizes 
the most traveled or searched listings in a given geography. 

“We’ve introduced dynamic content modules to the home 
and section levels of the site,” explains Morrow. “This includes 
recommendations for popular places near you, which is dynamically 
generated based on users that are currently on the site.”

Getting Social
These personalization tools happen on a passive level, which 
is important, as the requirement for active participation in 
personalization tools can raise a barrier to adoption for the 
majority of users. But the site will also evolve with more social 
networking capabilities that will allow some users to actively 
contribute content, ratings, reviews and recommendations, 
while developing a site identity. As shown by local social search 
sites such as Yelp and Citysearch’s recently acquired Insider 
Pages, this strategy can generate repeat usage stickiness and viral 
marketing for increased traffic, in line with the principles of 
social networking. 

“We’re definitely interested in going down this road. Late this 
year we’ll introduce a content management system, which will be 
a major attempt to create a strong community on the site,” says 
Morrow. “We have a strong user base, and for us it’s all about having 
them interact more meaningfully and creating a way for that to 
happen with the least possible friction.” 

To further this end, and improve search engine optimization, 
Citysearch will allow all its content to be tagged, searched and 
cataloged by the community, as is done on social search sites. In another 
social search-like move, the site has switched from a decimal-heavy 
1-to-10 rating system to the more traditional and widely recognized 
star-based ratings. This is more conducive to certain categories that 
are traditionally based on stars, such as restaurants and hotels.

“In moving from numeric ratings to stars, it was partially 
cosmetic,” says Morrow. “The second issue is that in some categories 
the star has become the convention, and we wanted to make it easier 
for users to navigate and not have to think too hard about it. People 
understand [star ratings].”

The redesign also comes with an emphasis on different vertical 
categories as part of an effort to associate the Citysearch brand more 
strongly with its traditional strong suit of arts and entertainment, as 
well as the leisure category, which includes health and fitness.

“We have a healthy dose of traffic across all categories, including 
Yellow Pages categories, but from a brand strategy perspective going 
forward, we want to orient ourselves and invest around the [arts and 
entertainment and] leisure categories,” says Morrow. “This investment 
level will reflect where we focus content creation efforts and where we 
go out and secure business development partnerships.”  

This falls in line with Citysearch’s broader content development 
efforts, pushed forward almost two months earlier when it acquired 
local search and review site Insider Pages. 

Broadening Appeal, Deepening Content
Citysearch’s March acquisition of Insider Pages was driven in part 
by its need to deepen listing content and broaden appeal across 
categories for improved SEO and increased traffic. 

Like many local search companies, Citysearch relies heavily on 
search engines for traffic. As paid search rates rise throughout the 
market, SEO tactics will increasingly drive the strategic direction of 
many local search companies. In Citysearch’s case, the addition of 
Insider Pages’ 600,000 reviews from 30 U.S. markets had great value 
because of its potential to generate more organic traffic and reduce 
or redirect search engine marketing spend. 

Deepening content will be the name of the game in local, and 
generating user reviews has become a popular way to build trusted, 
high-quality content. Part of the uptick in attention and investment 
in reviews includes Yellowpages.com’s launch of a user review 
program, and Idearc Media’s enhancements to the review program of 
Superpages.com. Google also recently announced enhancements to 
its Local Business Center, which will allow businesses to contribute 
detailed information about themselves to deepen and improve the 
content in Google’s local database. 

These strategies to improve SEO and broaden appeal fall in line 
with results from The Kelsey Group’s recently released forecast. 
The global interactive directory market (local search and Internet 
Yellow Pages) is expected to grow at a compound annual growth 
rate of 22.3 percent from US$4.1 billion in 2006 to US$11.1 billion 
in 2011. TKG believes this growth will be driven by increased SEO 
efforts and organic traffic generation due to rising SEM prices and 
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resulting margin compression. 
For Citysearch, Insider Pages will 

expand as well as deepen its content. 
Qualitatively speaking, many of Insider 
Pages’ reviews are outside Citysearch’s 
core arts and entertainment category and 
will bring significant incremental gain. 
This is hoped to broaden Citysearch’s 
appeal and strengthen its content in 
non-core categories such as home and 
garden, and health and beauty. 

“Citysearch is more urban and 
trendy, while Insider Pages is a little 
more house and garden, more soccer 
mom,” said Horan at Drilling Down. 
“People are shopping for authorities 
that sound and act like them. They 
want highly tailored communities.”

In addition to content, Citysearch 
gains Insider Pages’ strong SEO 
knowledge and abilities. Dinesh 
Moorjani, Citysearch’s vice president 
of strategy and corporate development, 
previously expressed to TKG the hope that this will bring more 
traffic to its own listings, reviews and advertising.

Moorjani also asserted that the experience and knowledge 
gained from Insider Pages’ experimental print directory in the 
Pasadena, California, area (see May 2, 2006, TKG Advisory, “Print: 
The New Performance Medium”) will be valuable assets and could 
lead to a similar print product in Citysearch’s future, but nothing is 
planned at this time. 

Moorjani more recently echoed Horan’s thoughts about 
the complementary listings Insider Pages will bring as part of 
the effort to broaden its content and move further into new 
categories. “Insider Pages brings an array of reviews, as well as 
categories popular with moms such as home and garden and 
home improvement,” he says. “This is complementary for arts 
and entertainment and leisure as well as broader Yellow Pages 
categories. It also opens up the opportunity to develop the site and 
the interface to offer all flavors.” 

A House of Brands
IAC will maintain Insider Pages as a separate brand from Citysearch. 
This signals IAC’s increased focus on local as Insider Pages joins 
AskCity, Citysearch and ServiceMagic in its local stable. 

IAC’s goal is to broaden the appeal of these local offerings and 

take advantage of synergies between them. Importantly, they will 
coexist as independently branded online destinations. Citysearch 
will continue to be positioned as an editorial content site, AskCity 
as a search and mapping engine, and Insider Pages as a user-generated 
review destination and repository (shared with Citysearch). The 
challenge will be to effectively communicate this branding without 
causing confusion or fragmenting its overall market.

 “What I’m trying to do with integrating all these products is 
come at it like an average consumer and try to get things done,” 
Horan said during his conference keynote. “We will be bringing 
these brands together, as needed by the consumer. We will drive 
from the consumer perspective.” 

Citysearch provides a substantial amount of content for AskCity, 
and Insider Pages shares reviews with Citysearch. However it is 
clear from IAC’s words and actions that these brands will be kept as 
separate online destinations. Citysearch’s most recent enhancements 
differentiate it further from AskCity and galvanize its position as an 
independent local search destination. 

“We are not pushing users of either of those sites over to 
AskCity,” Citysearch President Jay Herratti recently told Forbes 
magazine, echoing Moorjani’s comments above. “The sites feel 
different to me; they are different tools. Consumers have different 
preferences, and we want them to learn and decide which flavors 
they like.”

Insider Pages Offers Deep Listing Content 
SOURCE: INSIDER PAGES (2007)



 A N A L Y S I S  A N D  I N S I G H T  O N  T H E  M I G R A T I O N  T O  N E W  M E D I A     5 . 7 . 0 7

Interactive LocalMedia 6

The Kelsey Group, Inc. | 600 Executive Drive, Princeton, NJ 08540-1528 | Telephone: 609-921-7200  
Fax: 609-921-2112  | E-Mail: tkg@kelseygroup.com  | Copyright © 2007 The Kelsey Group. All Rights Reserved.

Flexing the Sales Arm
Citysearch is also growing its sales channel, as shown by the 150-
person sales center it opened in Atlanta in January. There will be 
economic benefits to utilizing this resource to sell into Insider Pages, 
as Citysearch will broaden IP’s monetization beyond call tracking 
to include CPM and pay-per-click ads. This will also be utilized to 
bundle new video ad units, which have been well received in the 
SME market as mentioned above.

“We have decided to invest in local sales efforts including field 
sales and inside sales,” says Morrow. “For us, acquiring customers is a 
primary goal, and more pointedly focusing sales where we have high 
traffic to utilize that cap that we bring into the system.”

Horan agreed that physical sales assets are vital to grow and 
better position developing online assets. The most effective local 
search companies, according to Horan, are an “anathema to Web 
companies.”

“It's the Yellow Pages and the daily news services, and they’ve got 
armies of people walking down the street and knocking on doors,” 
he said during his keynote speech. “Ultimately those are the folks 
that have been actually able to get the deep coverage that we all want 
in local. But it’s a high-cost model.” 

A sales channel is indeed an expensive proposition, but it is 
necessary to a certain degree in order to reach out to small businesses 
and bundle the value proposition of IAC’s many search sites and 
services, according to Horan. The new Atlanta call center is meant to 
do just this and provide a foundation for a growing sales operation.   

“We’re going to continue to invest. We are going to keep working 
on building out really good products in the space,” said Horan. “We 
have a good national ad team that will try to sell products down. 
We’re at a size where we can have a large sales force.” 

Management Shuffle
Citysearch announced March 6 that longtime CEO Briggs Ferguson 
had left the company. IAC appointed Herratti, who had most 
recently served as its senior vice president of strategic planning, to 
lead Citysearch.

In addition to Herratti’s appointment as president, Citysearch 
hired Neal Salvage and a handful of sales executives from 
Yellowpages.com who will focus on a consultative, need-based 
sales approach. Given Salvage’s background at Yellowpages.com, 
Citysearch could increase its product mix to include subscription-
based offerings. Though a subscription-based product can be 
relatively difficult to sell, it can offer security in revenue generation 
that is decoupled from direct traffic referrals. 

As part of the IAC Media & Advertising group, Citysearch 
reports to Horan, who once ran About.com under the Primedia 

umbrella. At About.com, developing editorial and consumer reviews 
and diversifying the revenue mix around pay-for-performance and 
CPM-based ad products paid big dividends. It is possible Citysearch 
could follow a similar strategy, and there is an opportunity to 
replicate it, in part, in the local market. 

Final Thoughts: What Will Citysearch Become?
Citysearch was an early pioneer in local search that has lost share 
over the past year to sites such as Yelp that have embraced social 
networking and deeper content generation. Increased competition 
from search engines and general online media fragmentation have 
also played a part in sending Citysearch’s traffic down to 12.9 
million unique monthly visitors in January, from 16.7 million a year 
earlier, according to comScore.

This can be particularly damaging to companies like Citysearch 
that employ pay-per-click models. However, it is now on a clear 
path toward regaining momentum and traction as a trusted and 
comprehensive local destination and ad medium. Video and social 
media integration will further this end, while growing sales assets 
will better position the developing product. 

Revenue diversification will also come as video ad units 
join nationally geared display placements and pay-per-click ads 
throughout its site. A wider variety of ad types will continue to 
be integrated, including appointment scheduling within certain 
professional service categories. 

Through these developments and diversification moves, it is 
likely Citysearch will evolve into a more typical Internet media 
model where the consumer content around key verticals and profiles 
is the cornerstone in building an audience. Advertisers will then 
be offered several ad types and programs — including video — to 
target that audience.

Citysearch as a result could become a stronger, more broadly 
defined local search site that is increasingly competitive with 
IYPs. IAC’s (losing) bid for Yellowpages.com in 2004 indicated 
its interest in an online directory asset. The strengths Citysearch 
is now building, in combination with the synergies of AskCity, 
Insider Pages and ServiceMagic, will bring the collective IAC local 
product set closer to (and beyond in many respects) having this 
competitive offering. 

The growth of its sales force is likewise a step in this direction, 
as are the reviews gained by Insider Pages if you consider the 
increased investment in user review programs by many IYPs. 
Lastly, Citysearch has beaten many IYPs to the punch in video 
advertising, an area in which online directories have shown great 
interest in gaining a foothold, and one that will help define the 
future of the local search space. ILM


