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The Cost of
Slow Websites:

Why Modern Users and Al
Algorithms Won’t Wait




Introduction: Why website performance
matters more than ever

Imagine this: you’re evaluating a brand — pricing, capabilities, documentation,
next steps — and the experience drags. Pages stall. Interfaces lag. Momentum
is lost. It’s frustrating. And in today’s market, it’s decisive.

Today, a sluggish digital experience isn’t just a minorinconvenience to users,
it’s a deal breaker. In a market defined by speed, automation, and Al-driven
decision-making, users — whether prospects, customers, or partners — won'’t
wait. They move on to find better elsewhere.

Modern businesses now compete in an environment where digital experiences are the primary
touchpoint with the market — and websites sit at the epicenter. Websites can no longer be
static brochures of products and services; instead, they should deliver dynamic platforms
that educate buyers, support decision-making, capture demand, and appeal to search algo-
rithms to enhance discovery. When a website slows down, everything downstream suffers:
engagement drops, trust erodes, visibility declines, and revenue takes the hit.

At the same time, expectations have fundamentally shifted. Al has raised the bar for imme-
diacy, relevance, and personalization. Performance is no longer judged in isolation — it’s meas-
ured against the best, often Al-optimized, digital experiences users encounter anywhere. A
delay of even a few seconds now dates your site by years.



ff Website performance has become even more critical in the
era of Al, not less. As Al-driven experiences become more
common, expectations around speed, responsiveness, and
reliability continue to rise. Users are increasingly interacting
with interfaces that feel instantaneous, whether that is search,
personalization, recommendations, or conversational experiences.
When performance lags, it breaks trust quickly and undermines
the perceived intelligence of the product, regardless of how
advanced the underlying Al capabilities may be.

Mike Barkemeyer, Director, MarTech & Analytics Technologies at Lumenalta

To better understand how website performance and speed impact behavior, we surveyed
cross-departmental professionals across multiple industries on how sluggish sites affect
their user experience and decision-making as users, as well as their results and confidence
as professionals working for an organization.

This whitepaper analyzes those survey results and examines the often-overlooked conse-
quences of slow websites in a fast-paced world, and offers actionable insights on how to
speed things up and stay ahead of the game.


https://lumenalta.com/
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The cost of slow websites
(in the age of Al)

The internetis the central, global stage where every brand is fighting for the limelight — and
competition has never been higher. The rapid advancement of Al and technology has raised
the bar for digital experiences, and audiences expect brands to keep up.

Research shows that brands have just 3 seconds to capture an audience’s attention before

users abandon the experience and move on. But it’s not only attention-grabbing that website
speed and performance matter for, there are also long-term consequences to consider:

Trust and brand perception

Your website is the digital face of your brand. When it fails to load quickly or function smoothly,
it immediately undermines trust and falls short of user expectations.

51.3%

M Yes [ No Only if I'm familiar with the brand

e  Trust: 41% of website visitors do not trust slow-loading websites at all. A sluggish website
can create a negative first impression and invite users to question the reliability and
professionalism of the business behind it.

e  Familiarity: 51% of website visitors will only tolerate a slow-loading website if they are
already familiar with the brand. For lesser-known brands or visitors new to your brand,
this presents a major barrier to conversion — reflected in the 40% of teams who believe
their website performance has cost them leads, sales, or sign-ups.

To offset poor performance and strengthen brand perception, organizations often increase
investment in PR and marketing, but this approach comes at a cost (and with diminishing
returns). When first impressions are shaped by speed, even the strongest brand campaigns
cannot fully mitigate the impact of a slow website.
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Conversion and opportunities

As we’ve discussed, website performance directly influences brand perception — and that
perception plays a critical role in conversion and sales. Slow websites are often associated
with unreliability, inefficiency, security concerns, or subpar products, creating friction at the
moment users are deciding whether to engage or buy.

. Yes, it’s been one of the reasons . Yes, | want to buy from user-friendly, fast websites Not really No

e Missed opportunities: Over 60% of website visitors stated that a poorly performing
website directly influenced their purchase decision, and over 30% shared that they want
and prefer to buy from user-friendly, fast websites. Numbers that demonstrate how a slow
website can create a negative perception of your brand as outdated or lacking innovation.

e Competitive advantage: Website speed is widely viewed as a competitive lever. 40% of
teams believe that if their website was as fast as the best websites they use personally, it
would lead to higher conversion rates. Additionally, 36% believe it would increase confi-
dence in sales conversations, while 46% believe it would strengthen customer trust. The
takeaway is clear: when brands fail to meet modern performance expectations, compet-
itors that do are positioned to win.

Strong brand perception is built through creative storytelling, compelling content, thoughtful
design, and consistent engagement. However, even well-executed brand efforts can be
undermined in seconds by a slow or frustrating website — putting hard-earned trust and
credibility at risk.

Al and traditional search performance

Humans want speed — and so do search platforms and algorithms. Whether users are
searching through traditional engines (like Google) or Al platforms (like ChatGPT or Perplexity),
the truth remains: a fast, performant site is a clear trust signal in search.
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e Traditional search engines: Pages that meet Core Web Vitals are significantly more
likely to rank higher as Google evaluates not just speed, but user experience in site
performance. Meanwhile, slow load times actively boost bounce rates (e.g.,a 1-3 second
delay increases bounce by ~32%); this weakens engagement signals that engines then
use to judge quality, and determine the pages that feature in the top-ranked pages for
a query.

e Al search engines: Al systems prefer quickly accessible, clean content as site speed
influences how reliably they can fetch and analyze pages for search summaries and,
importantly, citations. Slow or unreliable sites are less likely to be surfaced in Al-
generated answers, even if the content is relevant, as, similarly to traditional search,
it’s viewed as a reason not to trust that site’s content.

Not only does a slow website negatively impact your brand for the individuals who find it, but
it can also place a direct barrier to their ability to find you in the first place. A performant,
speedy website is as much a signal to search platforms that your brand is worth trusting as
it is to your audience.

Internal and external frustration

It’s not only website visitors that are irritated and discouraged by poor performance, it's
also the teams working behind the scenes. Slow, unreliable websites make it harder for
marketing, sales, and development teams to achieve their goals, limiting their ability to
execute campaigns effectively, drive demand, and deliver results.

36%

37.3%

. Yes, frequently . Yes,occasionally Rarely Never

e Confidence: 29% of teams only feel somewhat confident in their website’s loading
speed when sharing it with prospects and customers. As the home of the brand —
and a primary touchpoint — poor performance limits how effectively your brand is
showcased, weakening sales opportunities.

THE COST OF SLOW WEBSITES: WHY MODERN USERS AND Al ALGORITHMS WON'T WAIT 7


https://developers.google.com/search/docs/appearance/core-web-vitals
https://fastminify.com/en/blog/why-fast-sites-rank-better-google-seo?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Concern: 21% of teams report occasionally hesitating to direct prospects or customers
to their website due to concerns about loading times or overall performance. When
teams lack confidence in their digital experience, it undermines credibility and limits
engagement at critical moments.

When a website underperforms, it quietly undermines both external engagement and internal
effectiveness — turning a critical business asset into a liability. Slow websites prevent
marketers from delivering the best digital experiences, sales from obtaining the leads and
conversions they need, and developers from showcasing their work optimally.

The key factors causing
websites to slow down

@
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WEBSITE HOSTING

Poor server performance and suboptimal server location can significantly slow
down your website. If your web server struggles to handle numerous simultaneous
requests, it can result in delays in content delivery. Additionally, if the server is
geographically distant from your users, latency increases, resulting in slower load
times and a less responsive website experience. This latency occurs because data
must travel greater distances, which is further exacerbated during peak usage
times when server resources are stretched thin.

UNOPTIMIZED ASSETS

Large, unoptimized media files like images and videos can drastically degrade
website performance.High-resolutionimages,large mediafiles,and uncompressed
videos take longer to load, leading to delays in page rendering. This not only
frustrates users but also increases bounce rates, as visitors may leave the site
before it fully loads.

Compressing and optimizing media files is crucial for maintaining a fast website
without compromising content quality. Techniques such as lazy loading, using
modern image formats like WebP, and optimizing video files can help reduce load
times and enhance user experience.

CONTENT DELIVERY NETWORK (CDN)

A content delivery network (CDN) is a globally distributed network of servers that
improves website speed and performance by delivering content from locations
closer to users. Without a CDN, all requests must be served from a single origin
server, increasing latency and server load, which can create bottlenecks and slow
down content delivery — especially for geographically dispersed audiences, which
most brands have today.


https://www.cloudflare.com/en-gb/learning/performance/glossary/what-is-latency/
https://www.cloudflare.com/en-gb/learning/performance/what-is-lazy-loading/
https://developers.google.com/speed/webp

- IMPORTANT PERFORMANCE KPIS TO TRACK

Largest Contentful Paint (LCP): This measures how long it takes for the largest
image or text block on the screen to load after a user first lands on the page. It’s
a crucial metric for understanding how quickly the main content becomes visible.

Interaction to Next Paint (INP): This metric looks at how responsive a page
is to user interactions. It measures the delay between user actions like clicks
or taps and the page’s reaction. The final INP value reflects the longest delay
encountered, excluding unusual spikes.

Cumulative Layout Shift (CLS): This assesses how stable a page is visually by
measuring how often and how much the layout shifts unexpectedly. A low CLS
score indicates a more stable and pleasant viewing experience.

First Contentful Paint (FCP): This gauges how quickly users can see something

on their screen after the page starts loading. A fast FCP reassures users that the

site is working and loading their requested content.

Time to First Byte (TTFB): This metric tracks the time between when a user
requests a resource and when the first byte of data starts arriving from the
server. It’s an essential indicator of backend performance.

LCP INP CLS

Largest Contentful Paint Interaction to Next Paint Cumulative Layout Shift
|2 1 1 \ 1 1
25sec 4.0 sec 200 ms 500 ms 01 0.25
First Contentful Paint Time to First Byte
1 { { 1
1.8 sec 3.0sec 800 ms 1800 ms
CACHING STRATEGY

It’s important to have an effective caching strategy in place to avoid making repeated
server requests for the same content, which can slow down a website. When
browser and server-side caching are not utilized, users are required to download
all resources every time they visit a page. This increases load times and decreases
overall performance. Caching involves temporarily storing copies of files, which
reduces the need to fetch data from the server for every request. Without a robust
caching mechanism, the serveris continually burdened with processing repetitive

requests, leading to a significant slowdown in website responsiveness.
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ff Iflhadto pick one ‘make-or-break’ lever, it’s caching and delivery
strategy, because it determines how often users pay the cost of
computation and network latency. But it only works when paired
with clean APIs and strong frontend hygiene.

Matthew Flanagan, Senior Account Executive at Elevate Digital

CONTENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM (CMS)

Using an outdated or inefficient CMS can significantly slow down a website.
Traditional, monolithic CMS architectures often create performance bottlenecks
as sites scale and require more dynamic content. These systems also make third-
party integrations harder, adding complexity that reduces speed and responsive-
ness. In today’s Al-driven, fast-moving environment — where frequent updates and
flexibility are essential — a cumbersome CMS can delay content updates and inter-
actions, ultimately degrading the overall user experience.

ff From a performance and platform perspective, the choice of CMS
often defines both the speed of today’s website and the flexibility
of tomorrow’s digital products. In legacy systems like WordPress
or Drupal, content is tightly bound to web rendering and server-
side templates. This coupling introduces latency through runtime
processing, database access, and plugin execution, which directly
impacts metrics such as time to first byte and largest contentful
paint. As sites grow in complexity or experience traffic spikes,
these constraints become more pronounced, and performance
becomes increasingly difficult to stabilize.

Mike Barkemeyer, Director, MarTech & Analytics Technologies at Lumenalta

A headless CMS is a better option for performance and speed because it delivers
content via lightweight APIs rather than rendering full pages on the server. This
reduces server load, speeds up page delivery, and allows frontends to be optimized
independently for fast loading, caching, and global distribution — resulting in consist-
ently faster, more responsive websites.
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@ CODE QUALITY

Inefficient code can significantly slow down a website. Poorly optimized algorithms,
excessive JavaScript,and uncompressed assets increase load and rendering times,
resulting in a slower, less responsive user experience. As modern websites rely more
on complex interactions and dynamic content, suboptimal code can delay the display
of critical information — such as product or service details — directly impacting user
engagement, performance, and operational efficiency.

The key factors causing
websites to slow down

@ FRONTEND HOSTING/WEB HOSTING

The performance of a website is heavily influenced by the speed and reliability
of its hosting server. Organizations should choose high-performance hosting
solutions that can handle large volumes of traffic and data requests efficiently.
Servers located closer to the user base can significantly reduce latency and
improve load times.

e Technical consideration: Opt for servers with high-speed CPUs, ample RAM,
and SSD storage to ensure quick data retrieval and processing.

e Geographical distribution: Utilize geo-distributed servers or a Content
Delivery Network (CDN) to ensure that users across different regions
experience minimal latency.

e Edge computing: Edge computing platforms, such as AWS, Vercel, and
Cloudflare, bring application logic closer to users. Unlike CDNs that serve only
static content, edge computing replicates application logic to reduce round-
trip times between clients and servers, enhancing performance.
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@ ASSET OPTIMIZATION

Large, high-resolution images and videos are often needed for various reasons on
a brand website, depending on your product offering, but they can severely impact
load times if not optimized.

e Image optimization: Use image formats like WebP, which offer high
compression without significant loss of quality. Implement lazy loading to
defer the loading of off-screen images until the user scrolls to them.

e Video optimization: Compress video files and use adaptive streaming to adjust
video quality based on the user’s internet speed. Host videos on platforms like
YouTube or Vimeo and embed them to offload bandwidth usage from your
server.

ff Your platform needs the ability to adapt at speed, and a headless
CMS is a significant asset in this regard. By enabling easy
third-party integrations, it allows you to constantly leverage
best-in-class products without requiring massive investment or
compromising the architectural integrity of your platform. This is
crucial: the future of digital experiences hinges on personalization
and automation, and the third-party service landscape is evolving
very quickly.

Romain Prache, Partner, Head of Product at REF Digital

(3)  CONTENT DELIVERY NETWORK (CDN)

As discussed earlier, a CDN distributes your website’s static content across
multiple servers worldwide. This ensures that content is delivered from the
nearest server to the user, reducing latency and improving load times.

e Technical setup: Integrate a CDN service such as Cloudflare, Akamai, or
Amazon CloudFront. Ensure that all static assets (images, CSS, JavaScript
files) are served through the CDN.

e Benefits for global brands: With a global client base, websites can benefit
from reduced load times and improved content availability, even during peak
traffic periods.

@ CACHING STRATEGY

Effective caching strategies can significantly reduce server load and improve
website responsiveness by storing copies of frequently accessed data.
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Browser caching: Set appropriate cache control headers to instruct browsers
to store copies of static assets locally. This reduces the need for repeated
downloads on subsequent visits.

Server-side caching: Implement server-side caching mechanisms like
Varnish or Redis to store dynamic content that doesn’t change frequently,
reducing server processing time.

@ CODE QUALITY

High-quality code is essential for optimal website performance. Poor coding
practices can lead to unnecessary bloat, increased load times, and difficult

maintenance.

Minification: Minify CSS, JavaScript, and HTML files to reduce their size
and improve load times. Tools like UglifyJS and CSSNano can automate this
process.

Asynchronous loading: Load JavaScript files asynchronously using the async
and defer attributes to prevent them from blocking the rendering of other
page elements.

Performance analysis: Regularly conduct performance analysis using tools

like Lighthouse to identify and fix inefficiencies.

@ PERFORMANCE MONITORING

Beyond initial analysis, ongoing performance monitoring is crucial to understand
howchanges affect real users. This involves tracking the key performance
indicators (KPIs) we shared earlier, as well as user interactions on a broader scale.

Core Web Vitals: Monitor key metrics, including Largest Contentful Paint
(LCP), Interaction to Next Paint (INP), and Cumulative Layout Shift (CLS), to
ensure that updates have a positive impact on user experience.

Error monitoring: Implement error tracking tools like Sentry or New Relic to
catch and address unhandled errors that could degrade performance.

£ With a headless platform, the same content can power mobile
applications, authenticated user experiences, in-product
messaging, kiosks, and internal tools without duplicating
systems or introducing new performance bottlenecks. Instead
of maintaining separate content stacks for each surface, teams
can deliver faster experiences across channels while preserving
performance and reliability.

Mike Barkemeyer, Director, MarTech & Analytics Technologies at Lumenalta
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@ TRANSITION TO A HEADLESS CMS

A headless CMS offers significant advantages for website speed and flexibility
by separating the backend content management system from the frontend
presentation layer. This decoupling allows companies to deliver content more
efficiently and optimize website performance with greater ease.

e Dynamic content delivery: With a headless CMS like Storyblok, brands can
easily deliver content to various platforms and devices. This flexibility ensures
that content is optimized for speed and responsiveness, regardless of the end
user’s device or location.

e Scalable solutions: Storyblok provides scalable solutions that grow with your
business needs. Its API-first approach and multiple ready-to-use integrations
with best-of-breed tools make it easier to enhance functionality without
compromising performance. This scalability is incredibly useful for companies
with expanding product lines and evolving digital requirements.

e Improved user experience: The decoupled architecture ensures that content
delivery is fast and efficient, leading to a seamless user experience.

)
’ WANT TO BETTER UNDERSTAND HEADLESS?
w -

Read Headless CMS Explained.

FURTHER READING

Website performance and optimization

e Guide:
User-centric performance metrics

e Article:
Headless vs. monolithic CMS: which delivers better website performance?

e Article:
Is page speed a ranking factor?

e Tutorial:
Tips to improve website speed | How to speed up websites

e Article:
Why website speed matters for SEO, UX, & conversions
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Storyblok: A headless CMS
built for performance

As websites grow more complex, traditional CMS architectures often become a
drag on performance. Tightly coupled systems and plugin-heavy setups make it
harder to optimize speed without adding friction.

Headless CMS platforms, like Storyblok, decouple content from presentation,
enabling fast, modern frontends while keeping teams productive. By delivering
content via APls and integrating seamlessly with CDNs and modern frameworks,
teams gain greater control over performance and scalability now and in the future.

ff Performanceisn’ta single metric or tool—it’s a collection of
choices. Headless just makes the right choices easier.

Jared Bronz, SVP Consulting at Elevate Digital

Dojo &

One of the biggest card payment providers in the UK decreased website loading
times, extended web sessions, and served more engaged customers all around
since switching to the Storyblok headless CMS.

150% 1 66% 1 <1hour

faster website loading time in web sessions YoY page QA & build time

Paul Smith @

After going headless, Paul Smith’s website achieved significantly faster perfor-
mance — reducing load times and delivering a noticeably smoother, more respon-
sive user experience, supporting improved engagement and business results.

50% ¥ 0.8s 92
page load time First Contentful Paint Lighthouse Score
Cavu &

Following migrating to Storyblok, Green Paper Products launched a more scalable,
faster website that reduced bounce rates and boosted conversion performance
by making content easier to manage and deliver.

100% 1 3-4sJ 21 countries

increased site speed mobile load times global content delivery
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Conclusion: the business case
for faster websites

The conclusion is clear: the cost of a slow website is substantial and far-reaching, quietly
impacting multiple areas of business success that often go overlooked. From lost revenue
and diminished user trust to reduced visibility in search and missed growth opportunities,
poor website performance can be the silent killer of digital success.

As user expectations continue to rise and the quality of digital experiences accelerates across
every industry, brands must be ready to adapt. A high-performing website is no longer a nice-
to-have — it’s the foundation that enables speed, resilience, and relevance in anincreas-
ingly competitive digital landscape.

The most important factor in ensuring strong website performance
today is not any single optimization technique, but the quality of

the ecosystem that surrounds the application. Performance is the
byproduct of how well the framework, infrastructure, and content
platform work together. When those layers are intentionally

designed to complement each other, performance becomes
stable and predictable instead of something that needs constant
intervention.

Mike Barkemeyer, Director, MarTech & Analytics Technologies at Lumenalta

By prioritizing website performance and applying the best practices and performance-im-
proving strategies outlined in this whitepaper, organizations can strengthen their digital
presence, enhance engagement, and convert demand more effectively — whatever trend,
tool, or tech comes next.

About Storyblok

Storyblok is a headless CMS that enables marketers and developers to create with joy and
succeed in the Al-driven content era. It empowers you to deliver structured and consistent
content everywhere: websites, apps, Al search, and beyond.

Marketers get a visual editor with reusable components, in-context preview, and workflows
to launch fast and stay on brand. Developers have freedom to use their favorite frameworks
and integrate with anything through the API-first platform. Brands get one source of truth
for content that is accurate, flexible, and measurable.

Legendary brands like Virgin Media O2, Oatly, and TomTom use Storyblok to make a bigger,
faster market impact. It’s Joyful Headless™, and it changes everything.
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Get Joyful.

See how Storyblok can take your content
to the next level at storyblok.com.
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