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Introduction

The design of a website can be a very complex or an easy process. Which it will be depends on a number of factors including the attitude of the client and the business skills of the website supplier.

As the client, this is YOUR website – not the supplier’s. They should lead you through much of the process, hiding the technical aspects that you don’t need to know about. Despite this, there’s a lot that you should be involved with and many decisions that should be your responsibility. After all, the supplier can walk away after delivering what you both agreed - but you have to extract the business benefits from it.

The process we’ve outlined here covers all steps from the realisation of the need for the website, through to ongoing maintenance and further development. The process can take as little as a week or longer than a year and depends a lot on the complexity of the site. Just as important is the amount of time that you will be able to devote to its development. In our experience it’s usually the client that determines how long the project takes and not the supplier. As a rough guide, a normal 5-page brochure site (all static pages, no e-commerce or database requirements) will usually take 1-2 weeks from the agreement of requirements to completion. A small e-commerce site will probably take anywhere between 1 and 3 months.

Although we’ve tried hard to avoid jargon in the document, the odd bit of ‘technobabble’ will have crept in. As an antidote, we’ve developed a basic Internet and Website glossary.

The process

The website development project can be broken down into 6 stages:

· Preparation

· Engagement

· Design

· Build

· Delivery

· Maintenance

Preparation

This is where you decide what your requirements are and your budget. By answering a number of questions you should be in a position to define what the site will do and what you plan to get from it. That will determine to some extent the budget you should allocate for it.

The questions should include:

What are the aims for the site?

What are the businesses needs from it?

What are your customer’s wants and needs from it?

What do you need/expect to get from it – new customers, additional sales, increased turnover?

How often will the material on the site be updated and by whom?

Will you sell from the site?

What do your competitors do?

How will you market the website?

If you already have a website, what needs to be changed/improved?

Where will all the photos and images come from?

Who will write the text (copy) for the site?

What are the key qualities that the site should have e.g. fast loading, entertaining, secure?

What are the key functions/facilities you need on the site, apart from the basics – a forum, competitions, a contact form, multimedia?

You can use our document Why have a website to help you.

From answering these questions you should have a good idea of the sort of site you want and a ‘shopping list’ of requirements. These requirements then need to be graded into ‘essential’, ‘should have’ and ‘nice to have’.

There are a few ‘housekeeping’ items to deal with too. The site needs to live or be hosted somewhere. The supplier might do this themselves, they may sell on this service from a major supplier or perhaps they can just recommend a company who does it. There is also the domain name (the www.yourcompany.co.uk bit) to think about too. The .co.uk domains are best if you’re trading only within the UK whilst the .com name is better for international sites. There are a host of other possibilities and you should be getting good advice on the alternatives. It may be wise to register several variations of your chosen name to prevent possible competitors from buying and using them to confuse your potential clients. Lastly you need e-mail addresses. These are of the form yourname@yourcompany.co.uk or your.name@yourcompany.co.uk and you can have as many as you like (within reason). They can be purchased with the domain name or hosting space.

From where will the photos and images for the site come? Pictures enliven even the most basic of sites and, used carefully, can contribute greatly to the site’s design qualities. If you can’t take quality photos your self (it’s more difficult than you think) and don’t want to pay a professional photographer, stock photography is available from a number of websites. With costs varying from zero to £100 and more per photo there is a huge choice of suitable photography. Having said that, there’s no substitute for good photos of you and your staff at work. Either way, you can source the images yourself or get your supplier to obtain them for you.

The next step is to assign a realistic budget for the site. If you expect to make a million pounds from sales through a new site in the first year then a cost of £500,000 to develop the site isn’t too high. If you only want to enhance your professional image and attract one or two more small clients then £500 may be enough. Bear in mind though that, as in life, with web design you generally get what you pay for. Armed with your requirements you can now get down to work!

Engagement

Having selected your web designer you now talk through what you want. Apart from reading or listening to your requirements, the designer should ask you a whole lot more questions about your preferences, style, restrictions, assumptions, timescales and so on. This allows them to get a good feel for the sort of project to be undertaken, the scale of it and the sort of skills that will be needed. They will also probably ask you about your budget.

Unless they are extremely keen to get your custom they will have a set scale of charges of a guideline price for this kind of site. Although this figure might not be available immediately, it should be possible for the supplier to confirm or deny that your budget is appropriate for the project. Fairly soon after first talking to you, they ought also to be able to say whether your timescales can be met.

If you receive a formal quotation, check that the pricing is detailed and that any variable costs are identified. For example, the supplier may be willing to fix the price for the actual design and build work that they will do but might place some restriction on the time allowed for reviews and changes within their price. This is probably fair as you may delay the process because you’re busy with other areas of your business or you may introduce a number of changes.

Better Web Design companies will supply a written proposal that at least outlines the work that they plan to do for the money. This is your chance to check that they’ve understood the brief that you’ve given them. It’s also a good time to check that the quotation includes all the items that you think it should and that there are no extra or unlimited items that you don’t expect. The proposal should also define when fees are due and what the associated deliverables at that point are. It’s common for half of the total cost to be requested when the design and proposal have been agreed and for the balance to become payable on the delivery of the completed site.

Web designers have different ways of working so it’s important to understand their style and what you can expect during the project. Some like to take away the requirements and a few ideas then return with a completed site. At the other end of the spectrum you may find that the designer wants to talk with you every day and that this interaction with the design team is taking a lot of your time. There is a balance somewhere in the middle and you need to feel comfortable with the level of involvement that you’re likely to have. It’s our experience that the client is the person who dictates the real schedule for the project through their availability and the timeliness (or otherwise!) of the delivery of material that they promised to provide.

If you have a well-prepared Internet development plan, tell your potential suppliers. Assuming that they can’t accommodate all the requirements in this current site, they will be in a position to advise you how this piece of work fits into the strategy. The last thing you want is to invest in this website and find you need to throw it away when you take the next step in your plan. On the other hand, if you’re not sure about your plans or how quickly you can execute them, it might be worth going for a cheaper, ‘quick and dirty’ solution that can be discarded later.

Design

The design stage not only focuses on the appearance and style of the site, it also covers the structure. This means the number and linkage of the individual pages, the style and placement of the navigation (menu system) and, if relevant, the technology behind the pages. Ecommerce and database issues need to be addressed here.

The look of the site is very important. It can be a leading edge site technically but if it hasn’t been well designed you won’t look professional. Some website providers are either skilled designers or have a skilled designer within their team. A common alternative is for the smaller web design firms to sub-contract the visual design of a site to a Graphic Designer. A professional Graphic Designer can make a huge difference to the look of a site. It’s at this stage where company logos and colour schemes are incorporated where they exist. A website should fit with the existing company brand and marketing collateral or else the image projected becomes confusing and diffused.

Looking at the content and purpose of the site will provide some ideas as to how it should be organised. How many pages are needed, how should they be linked and what will go on each. This isn’t a difficult task but will affect the overall design of the page structure. It’s easy to overlook this aspect and then find that the size and shape of the proposed navigation (menu) component won’t handle the content structure. For example, there may be too many menu or sub-menu items and they overlap important page content.

Even with a superb design, the site still needs to be built to look as it was meant. There can be a lot of work involved in translating a paper design into a working site. A good web designer will adhere to common standards and build the web pages using common tools and files. An example here is the use of stylesheets. Stylesheets govern the appearance of one or more pages. Changes to the size, type and colour of fonts, background colours and the styling of the page elements can all be made here. By separating out the style elements from the structure and content of the page, a change to a style can quickly and easily be reflected across all pages on the site. As recent as a couple of years ago, much of this styling was embedded in the individual pages. Each page had to be changed if a style change was required.

The need for a common look across all pages becomes obvious when you navigate around sites across the Internet. It’s very confusing to move around a site that has no common look and the major page features appear in different places on each page. Fortunately this is rare nowadays. The positioning of the page header (usually containing your logo and company name) and the navigation (menu) system must be consistent. As a rule, the most popular sites are easy to use. This is because the design of the navigation system makes moving around the site a simple task.

If the site will be selling items or products then it will have an ecommerce component. This includes secure ways to take payment details and usually a link to one or more payment processors. It is these payment processors that authorise the transaction and then pass the details to the credit companies.

Within e-commerce sites selling more than a few products is a database. This stores the details of each product (and often much more) in a set of tables. These tables are then accessed to display the information and used to retrieve it through searches and queries. Databases are also used to store large numbers of stories, articles and documents.

Build

This can be the ‘black box’ part of the process – but it needn’t be.

Although this is where the web designer you employ beavers away over one or more computer screens, it shouldn’t be closed to you. It’s not difficult these days for the supplier to provide access to the work in progress. This makes it easy for you to spot mistakes or misinterpretations early rather than at the end of the project when deadlines are fast approaching and the launch is imminent.

By looking at the site as it’s being built you might also have chance to make a few late changes. It’s all well and good seeing a design on paper but sometimes when it hits the screen it looks different. This could be because of the way the pages have been built or it may just be that it looks fine at one screen size but not at a larger/smaller size. Now is the time to fix these kinds of problems.

Once the look has been agreed, the supplier starts the building process using a range of tools. They will probably use a fairly standard suite of applications that produce website code that can be read and used by any capable website builder. In some cases though, proprietary tools and code are used. This can make it difficult to change the supplier, to add certain functionality or even to move the site to a different hosting company. Make sure that you understand any limitations that the supplier is placing on the site through their choice of tools and environment. 

In an ideal world the build stage would be a straightforward, linear process. You’ve agreed, in great detail, how the site should look and what it will deliver. In the real world the process is seldom linear and usually involves more than one iteration of build, review and agree changes. If there are too many changes, the supplier will want to charge extra for the additional time that they’re spending.

Towards the end of the build stage you may get involved in testing the site. You will need to check the wording of the pages anyway to make sure that what is said is accurate and reflects what you want to say. In more complex sites, there will need to be extensive testing of the e-commerce and other facilities.

If not done before, for testing, data will need to be loaded up to the site – e.g. product information and pricing. If used for testing. Even if it has been used for testing, it ought to be refreshed. Apart from ensuring that the data is clean and correct, this last load should ensure that it’s all up to date.

Delivery

By now, you should have a very good idea of what to expect when the site goes live. There shouldn’t be any nasty surprises at this point if you’ve been involved all through the process.

Delivery will usually mean the formal handover from the web designer to you. It can be accompanied by a set of formal checks and tests and even a signoff of some sort. Either way, it’s now that the balance of the costs becomes due.

Despite everyone’s best efforts, mistakes and errors occur. There should be a period of one week to a month for you to check the site out when it’s live. You can also get friends, existing and even potential customers to try it out. Don’t expect to be able to go back to the supplier for a complete redesign or an additional few pages but you ought to be able to get some of the text changed and all typos and spelling mistakes fixed.

Maintenance

Now that the site’s gone live it shouldn’t stay as it is. All good sites regularly have new material and ‘refresh’ their look. If you have the time to update the site, and have the tools & knowledge to do it, you can perform the updates yourself. If not, you should set up an agreement with the site designer or another supplier to perform these changes to the site.

Although the site gets checked when it goes live for mistakes and omissions, some still creep through. There are also often bits of text that somehow don’t read right or attract criticism. You need some way of fixing this.

Your e-mail, domain name services and hosting will usually be reliable but what happens when they have a problem? Are you new to e-mail and/or the Internet? Who will you call when you have questions? A support and maintenance agreement with the site supplier can help here.

When it comes to the addition of new products, documents or even just extra text pages, your supplier will be pleased to help. Small changes shouldn’t be expensive as they already know the site structure and its design.

What gets delivered?

It’s up to you to agree with the supplier at the start of the process what you expect to get when the website is finished.

Apart from the sight of a brand new website, there could be a number of other items that you might want to receive with the delivery or launch. Although a user’s manual isn’t appropriate, you should be provided with some basic details about the site. Where is it hosted? How can you (or someone acting on your behalf) access it to make changes? What about the domain name? Do you have a certificate of registration? How do you make changes to its configuration (for web and e-mail forwarding for example).

There are many aspects of the website, hosting, domain name and e-mail that you might want control over. Even if you don’t want to manage it yourself, you should have knowledge of and control over who has access to it.

What next?

That’s totally up to you.

If you’ve spent your year’s marketing budget on the new site, you won’t be making many changes to it in the near future. 

Hopefully though, this is just the latest step in the promotion of your business. If all you really need is a small online brochure to support your professional persona, you might not do much more to the site for a good while. On the other hand, should you see your website as a wonderful opportunity to sell on the Internet or to promote your business in ways you can’t do in print, you have a lot of possibilities.

To see some of the benefits you can get from your website, see my paper Why have a website. This outlines a number of ways that you can use your website to make money. Some require an appreciable investment for a large return. Others need a more modest investment to simply add a couple of pages to the site.

Although the site should have been designed with Search Engines in mind, getting to the top of Google etc is not a one step process. Even the top experts don’t get to the top of Google first time. Soon after the site has been launched tools can be used to assess how it’s being ranked by the major Search Engines. After analysing where it’s not doing well, small changes can be made and it’s ranking checked again. This will be done several times before some degree of success may be achieved. In competitive areas you might not get onto the first couple of pages without expert help. Be prepared to pay for this service though and beware anyone who guarantees to get you to the number one spot!

There are alternatives to leaving your site at the mercy of Google, MSN, yahoo etc. Google run an advertising service called Adwords. On the right-hand side of a Google search results page are the Sponsored Links. They will have come up based on the search terms you entered. Using this service you offer or ‘bid’ to pay a certain amount of money for these search terms. Depending on the amount that other people bid for the same term determines where you appear in that list. There are other factors that affect your position in the right-hand side Sponsored Links list but your bid ‘cost per click’ is the biggest. When you appear on the page and someone clicks on your link, you have to pay Google the agreed amount. This can be from 4p to a large number of pounds. By picking your search terms carefully and restricting your daily budget to a sensible amount, you can limit your level of spending very easily. There is no fixed term for this programme and you can stop at any time.

In addition to promoting your site in this way, there are lots of other ways you can direct visitors to your site. For example:

· On your business cards and other stationery

· Add it to your Yellow Pages entry (if applicable)

· Put it on the side of your car or van

· Register with industry bodies and include it with your online details

· Join relevant online forums & bulletin boards and post messages with your web address in your closing message

· Register with online directories – both local and industry-related

· Add it to the signature section of your e-mails

· Tell your friends

· Send a link to existing and prospective clients introducing the site

There are lots more ways you can promote your site. You should look for every available opportunity to do this if you want your site to help you make more money.

Lastly, you should track and analyse what happens with your site. Without checking the wealth of statistics that are available, how do you know if people are visiting the site? Even if they’re visiting, do you know which pages they’re viewing and how much of the site they see? Unless you have an idea of what works with your site and what doesn’t, you can’t improve it and you can’t focus more on what works. It doesn’t cost a lot to capture and analyse the visitor data from your site and your supplier should be able to advise you on the options and costs.

Whatever your possible on going needs, your website supplier should be able to help you. If you know that the current site is just part of a longer Internet development plan, make sure that your supplier knows this when you engage them.

Website development – the customer perspective





















































