The Website Development Process….
Involves several major interrelated components: Evaluating opportunities, setting goals, organizing resources, developing budgets, outlining a structure, establishing the legal relationships, and building the web site.

The key components of the website development process are:

Client Survey and Content Questionnaire
This document helps us evaluate your situation and provides some basic information regarding: who you are, what your time frame is, how many pages may be required, if you need a domain name, what resources you have in place, why you want a website, etc.

The Website Marketing Plan
What are your goals? Are they realistic? What resources in time, money and staff will be required? What is the purpose of your website? What products or services do you plan on offering? Who are your customers? How will you connect with them?

Identify who and how the website will serve. Discuss what you need to have on the website and why. Be clear about what your business should gain from it and how. 

The Proposal & Agreement
How much will it cost? How is this all going to work together? How long will it take? What will I have to provide? What does the Agreement include? What about copyrights, trademarks & warranties?

Project Development
A team of developers, writers, programmers, artists and other individuals, including your designated people, that are given the responsibility for creating your website.

Thoroughly develop the material for the website, making sure it is helpful, concise and 'readable'. Keep your target customer/surfer in mind - if it is of no use to him/her you may be wasting your time...

Website Architecture & Design
This phase of the process is where the site content and design features are developed. The graphic interface is produced and the layouts, illustrations, photographs, navigation systems, and other graphic elements, type styles and faces are applied. Links are checked, programming is analyzed and tested and the site structure begins to take shape.

Your spending can probably be broken down into three blocks:

· The development and design fees for the computer code 

· Website hosting fees (payment to store the website on a computer connected permanently to the internet) 

· Update fees - would you buy from a company that sent you material that is a year old? One of the keys to website success is to keep it fresh so that a website remains useful and relevant and so customers will come back more frequently to see what has changed - don't have a 'cobweb' site!
At the end of this process, your website is loaded onto the server and final testing is completed. It is very important at this point that the marketing and promotion of your website kicks into high gear and that arrangements have been made for site maintenance and management.

What is a Website?

A Website is…..

…. entertainment, education, enrichment, and enjoyment. It contains art, music, museums, and culture. Further, a website is political, governmental, and religious. And, it is trash, grunge, and filth. In short, a website is anything its designers and writers want it to be. It's us, from all over the world, on electronic pages. 

The electronic pages that make up a website may be illuminated with color, graphics, sound, and moving pictures. Each page can be connected to other pages at various points on the page. These connections are called links and are a different color than the other text and may also be underlined .

But, the key aim is to have a website which is well designed and easy for users to look through (known as 'surfing' or navigating) .  
Websites

….. are Comprised of:

· Text, in different fonts, sizes and colours 

· Computer drawn graphics - these can be animated, ie. a moving picture or mini video. Carefully used, animations can make websites more interesting to read, and draw attention to important points. 

· Pictures taken from existing material (scanned in) or taken to order (perhaps by digital camera). Frequently businesses have pictures of their premises, a map showing how to get there and several pictures of each product. As a result, customers can see much more of a product than they could from a catalogue or display. 

· Sounds / music can also help add a pleasant feel to a website. They can be written to order on computer or recorded from other sources. 

· Video is becoming increasingly popular on websites. Visitors can view and replay video clips from many miles away without having to contact you to ask for a tape. 

· Databases of products, prices, availability and specifications are a major growth area on the web. Essentially, customers can use the web to access rapidly updated details from businesses databases. 

…. are More Profitable

· Cost effective advertising - there are no reproduction costs with a web site. Once you have your website, it costs no more to have 10,000 instead of 1,000 visitors. 

· Reduce / Eliminate POP distribution costs - Content/Quantity of your existing material is minimized as customers can be referred to your web site for further information, thus eliminating expensive printing and mailing costs. 

· Reduce staff time - customers can view websites in their own time without having to contact staff. Your website can be in touch with your customers 8,766 hours a year! 

· By (optionally) integrating a stock database with an internet payment and ordering system, huge amounts of staff time can be saved - and you can easily cut costs and cover a larger customer base. 

· You find more customers online (and can take some of your competitors'). A quality website, advertised on the internet, can reach new customers who have never heard of you before. 

…. are More Convenient

· Save time communicating electronically - customers are (usually) briefer when writing e-mails, and you can reply in your own time (without having to print and post letters), often using a standard response. 

· With an advanced website system, work can be processed faster, more efficiently and more conveniently for you, with sales and reservations made quickly and efficiently over the internet, 24 hours a day. 

…. have More Potential

1. Update your website and all your visitors can see the latest edition - quickly and cheaply, with no reprinting costs. 

2. Much more can be done with websites - color, sound, video, linking, searching, up to date information etc. than other mediums. You can have substantially more control over how your products are presented. 

3. Demonstrate a progressive and expanding business with website and E-mail addresses - even to non internet users 

4. Unlimited space - so you can keep archives of old information for users for no extra production costs. 

5. Add useful pages of information to websites to help customers in their choice of product/service - you don't have to print it, they don't have to read it - but it is there if they want it. Pages like these provide an excellent low cost customer service, and help ensure that customers come back to your website. 

What advanced features can websites have?

· E-commerce - The facility for customers to purchase goods and services online. Customers can choose the item/s they want and enter their credit card details on a secure link. The card details are securely passed on to an e-commerce bank which can will debit the amount from a customer's account and credit it to yours (usually for a percentage charge). The details of the order are then passed on to the vendor for dispatch. E-commerce is a huge area of growth, and there are a variety of flexible solutions available. 

· Automatic linking of databases - a website database can be linked to a business' onsite database, so a change in price or specification of a product (or a new product) can be almost instantaneously adjusted on the website.

· Stock control - If supply of products is limited (and to prevent businesses being suddenly swamped with orders) a stock control system can be introduced, ideally linked to a business' onsite database. The business sets a stock level for each product, and when an item is sold the level is automatically decreased. When levels are low the business is reminded and when out of stock, the website is automatically adjusted to either prevent more selling or to tell customers there will be a longer delivery time. 

· Customer tracking and personalization - monitor how often people visit your site, what they look at, how long they spend. Draw new features to the attention of repeat visitors automatically. 

Secure areas - only accessible to users you give a password to. 

Well-designed B2C sites can easily explain their products and services in text that is short enough that users will actually read it online. AutoTrader.com, for example, tells us to "Search the largest inventory of cars and trucks on the Internet. More than 1.5 million listings, updated daily." Given this information, most people can figure out what the site does. 

Relative to B2C, most B2B sites sell products or services that are much more complex and have less connection to everyday experience. Summarizing a website's purpose is thus much harder in B2B than in B2C. That's why they pay copywriters the big bucks, or so you would think. On closer examination, it seems that most sites pay their copywriters to obscure the site's purpose rather than state it clearly. 

Obscurity in action

Here are the taglines from four websites: Angara, Calico, CSG Systems, and E.piphany: 

· Creating customers online 

· eBusiness for leaders: Enabling corporations to control the key elements of eBusiness selling 

· Harness the power of convergence with (company's name) 

· Software for the customer economy: next-generation CRM software 

Can you match the taglines with the company they describe? Can you tell which company does what? Is there a difference between these companies? Do you care? 

Regarding the first question: I listed the taglines in the same order as I listed the companies above them. But the real point here, as you no doubt discovered, is that these taglines are basically content-free word count. They do nothing more than clutter up their respective home pages. 

Getting it (half) right

I collected the above taglines a few months ago. As I prepared to write this column, I revisited the sites and found that CSG Systems had dropped the tagline "Harness the power of convergence." The company is now wisely willing to tell us what they actually sell: "customer care and billing solutions." Much more specific, and thus more likely to harness the attention of stressed-out business executives looking at the homepage in search of products. 

The new CSG Systems website actually does several things right. The home page is reasonably simple, despite the annoying Flash animation that will likely distract visitors. The main text looks like it's written based on my guidelines for online content: Short paragraphs, scannable layout, a bulleted list: 

	CSG Systems, Inc. is a world-leading provider of customer care and billing solutions for the convergent communications industry -- voice, video, and data. 

Our solutions are: 

· Scaleable and Robust 

· Modular and Integrated 

· Efficient and Cost-effective 


	


Unfortunately, when you read the words, you realize that the company is still paying copywriters to avoid communicating with prospective customers. Note how the "solutions" are robust, integrated, efficient, and cost-effective. As opposed to what? A product that was buggy, fragmented, inefficient, and expensive? Given that a website would never advertise such a product, stating the opposite has zero informative value. 

Tagline guidelines

Users decide quickly whether to stay or leave a site. To assess whether your homepage communicates effectively to visitors in the crucial first 10 seconds, follow two simple guidelines. 

· First, collect the taglines from your own site and your three strongest competitors. Print them in a bulleted list without identifying the company names. Ask yourself whether you can tell which company does what. More important, ask a handful of people outside your company the same question. 

· Second, look at how you present the company in the main copy on the home page. Rewrite the text to say exactly the opposite. Would any company ever say that? If not, you're not saying much with your copy, either. 

When I'm attempting to build a shortlist of potential vendors, the experience of looking at home pages reminds me of the frustration I usually feel walking a tradeshow floor. I recently attended an intranet conference that had booths from at least 20 different search engine providers. I simply could not tell the difference between these companies. Who did what? Which technologies would make sense for which type of problem? Which products would fit the budget for which projects? The booths were essentially random designs. While they clearly cost huge amounts of money, they failed to communicate anything distinct to a tired tradeshow visitor pacing up and down the aisles. 

Think about your home page as analogous to a tradeshow booth. Why do you stop at some booths and skip others? And, no: having a live magician is not the answer for your home page. Clearly saying what you do and why users should care is the way to go.

