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About the online version of ‘Web Design for Business’

This project is as a result of research and interviews with small businesses, small business advisers and web designers. It aims to guide you through the process of creating a web project and can be used for small and large scale projects.

This may appear a complex process, but each of the stages are invaluable to producing a design solution that is successful for your business.

We have had many contributors from many sources, and have developed this guide in the light of their thoughts and ideas. There are of course no absolute rules, but we hope that the spirit of the approach we have taken, and examples of the experience others have had, will assist you in making your own decisions.
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Introduction to the tool

Not so long ago, businesses were rushing at top speed to get themselves online. We have seen many of the casualties – businesses founded on poor business models, and equally poor design, that failed to deliver a return on investment.

As your customers become more familiar with the Internet, badly designed sites run the risk of appearing not unlike a rude or unhelpful call centre worker, a badly written and laid out form, or a thoughtlessly arranged shop. This guide will help you avoid some of these pitfalls by offering you a clear and informed guide to the use of design in developing a website.

We will define the main stages and identify what you should be aware of at each of these. We will also explain common expectations from the designers perspective and what you will need to do to be aware and prepared.

We have also assumed that you have come to this site after you have identified a business goal and done your market research and project planning, and are ready to find suppliers to work wjth and begin developing the project. (If you are not at this stage you should arrange to get some strategic and practical advice from a Business Links Adviser, who you can contact via www.businesslink.org, or some other source.) 

Before proceeding you should be clear about: 

1. your business goals 

2. your particular objectives for this project (whether you are solving business problems or enabling business opportunities)

3. your audience 

4. their objectives

5. and the existing constraints (expenditure, resources, time) 
Who is this guide for? 

This guide is for small and medium sized companies (and other small organisations) who are looking to develop a new or existing websites, though it is primarily aimed at the former. 

What does it aim to do? 

This publication is intended to help you: 

This tool contains the following:

· A description of the web design process, and the stages involved

· A series of smaller tools to help you set up ways of working, to audit what you have, and to make choices in suppliers.

· A glossary of web design terms

· A set of online resources to help you with your project

The tool is intended to help you:

· Recognise the type of design company you need for the business requirements you have identified

· Understand the whole web design process

· Find designers and design companies to work with, and assess the calibre of those people or organisations and their suitability for working with them on your particular project. (We don’t address the issues around hiring people to work on Web design and development in house, though much of what we discuss will still be relevant in this situation.) 

· Demonstrate how important it is to have an understanding of your customers needs, and how to work with them to develop products and services which they will want and which will ultimately provide real business value to you and your organisation 

· Write a design brief, and hone it throughout the development process 

· Understand what good Web design is, its value to business, and what constitutes a good design process

· Manage the design development process 

· Evaluate the outcome of the project, so you can tell if it has been a success, and plan the next steps 

· Incorporate these processes into your organisational culture

· Understand the terminology used in a web design project

We have tried to explain how to maximise the effectiveness of the design you have commissioned, and set out clear markers for judging the success of the project. 

This guide does not address general approaches to running a business, organising your staff, negotiating agreements, and working with suppliers. We are assuming you already managing those elements effectively.

Using the diagram to manage the design process

The process we have shown follows a sequence of stages – some of them may take a few attempts – known as iterations – to get to the right solution. This is a very normal feature of the way a designer works, but may not be familiar to you. The number of stages they go through depends upon the amount of time and money available.

We also refer to working in teams throughout the process, which is undoubtedly difficult if you are a very small company, but it a principle that all good projects need to involve all of the project stakeholders (including partners and suppliers) as well as customers to deliver the final outcome. The process will demand a lot of time and energy, but the results will be the better for it.

Terminology used 

The Internet industry has produced a host of new terms and a fair amount of jargon. Throughout this project we have used terms that are in common use in the industry to ensure you can communicate with your suppliers, and to help in this process we have included a glossary for your information. 

Business analysis 

Business research 

As with any business investment, any project you initiate within your company needs to contribute to your overall business goals, identifying a particular opportunity you might take, a change in your market, a problem you might address, or something you already do that you might be able to do better. Any project, including those that involve using the Web, must be judged on this basis. Always get the advice you need if you are in any doubt.

Business Advisers

Make sure you contact someone who knows about the design of websites very early on in the process. Advice is available from Design Advisers at various Business Links in the UK, who can help with your strategic objectives, including whether a website is the right solution for your business. They maintain their own list of local designers and will have knowledge of their abilities, reliability and suitability for your project. They will make introductions, so that you can choose from a number of suggested suppliers. For design advice in your region, contact www.businesslink.org
If there is a specific technological issue to sort out, then the Design Adviser may refer you to the UK Online for Business adviser at the Business Link, which can be found at www.ukonlineforbusiness.co.uk
Business Links information to support business planning can be found at www.businesslink.org 

Additionally UK Online for Business has both business advisers and TMB accredited advisers for all information and communication technology (ICT) matters. Contact information can be found at www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk 

If most projects that involved developing a Web site really were judged on the same basis as that on which a company would evaluate the development of a new product they would most likely be judged to be failures. 

The business research you need should bring to the project: 

· an assessment of the business opportunity you have identified and where it fits with longer your term strategy

· an assessment of competing products, garnered through discussion with your customers, clients and staff 

· a breakdown of your expected market, with profiles of possible users, and an overview of future market trends and dynamics 

· an overview of possible strategic and financial partners and suppliers 

· a project balance sheet and cashflow 

· an assessment of your resources and any major technical and logistical issues

· an inventory of existing design, website and other related materials 

Elements of this information will form the basis of the RFP document for possible suppliers, and the project plan. This information is what a good supplier will expect and it will help them to understand what you are trying to achieve, and act a reminder during the project. 

Define your project requirements

Your project requirements are linked to your business objectives, where each objective translates into a series of requirementsthat will facilitate it. Each requirement needs to be assessed for how they relate to your existing setup, the market and your competitors, and your suppliers and partners. 

You may want your project requirements to include measurable objectives if possible, eg: increase in number of customers or revenue by 10%, or reduce the number of customer complaints.  

A maker of parts for Land Rover vehicles based in Lincolnshire may want to increase sales outside of the UK. Realising that there is a large overseas market that is currently unaware of their offering and an identified need for it, they may decide to market, communicate with and sell parts to these customers via the Web. 

Examine exactly what your web design project is intended to achieve for your business, and what you require to get there. Once you are clear about your objectives and you are clear that a website will help you achieve them, then you should bring together a team of all involved to do this. 

No matter how small your company, this team will at least involve:

· A representative from your supplier

· A representative from any other organisations in your supply chain

· Someone with the authority to make decisions about the work

· Someone who can represent your target audiences and speak for them

· Someone who represents the people on your staff who will deliver the service

It can also include programmers and coders to build the functionality your require, designers to create a good ‘interface’ between the way the site works and the people who will use it, and writers to originate and edit text and advise on textual elements of the interface such as buttons. 

You are also likely to need marketing and project management skills. You may also have people with the other skills in house, in which case you should assess them for suitability along with any outside candidates. 

A team comprising representative from inside and outside your company working together throughout the project will ensure it has the greatest chances of success.

Your local Business Link Adviser will be able to help you understand the bigger picture in which Web development sits. Specifically they can help with business analysis and requirements definition. You can find one at www.businesslink.org, or by calling your local Business Link.

Understanding your target audiences 

From your business goals, objectives and requirements, the next key target is to describe as fully as possible the target audiences, often referred to as users.

You will need to communicate who they are to your design supplier. They also needs to be familiarised with the behaviour, values and goals of your intended audience, and have some understanding of the way that people interact with computers and other information technologies. 

Understanding your audience may involve conducting interviews with users, spending time observing the way they work and the context in which they might use your product, evaluating their level of experience with computers, and assessing the computer environment in which they would use your product. 

Your design supplier may have ideas on how you can findi out more about your users. Some of your audiences may have disabilities that restrict their ability to access, navigation or read your website and these issues will need to be flagged up clearly. It is also surprising just how many people have reading difficulties.

Knowing what you want to do and who you want it to affect is the starting point. The next step is to get the right people involved. Design companies expect to pitch for your work, and you need to describe your ideas and business needs in order for them to do so. There are three ways of approaching the problem of defining what you want them to pitch for:

· Get advice from a business adviser on what you want and the budget you will need to get it produced

· Fix a budget and ask the company what you can get for the money

· Discuss your project with the suppliers you are planning to ask to pitch to see if you expectations of what is involved in the project match theirs 

Whichever choice you take, the next step is to put together a Request for Proposal for suppliers to respond to.

Request for Proposal (RFP) or pitch document
 

An RFP or pitch document lays the basis for a contract between your company and a future design supplier, and prepares the ground for the brief when a supplier is selected. It is worthwhile making the document fairly detailed at this stage. The RFP should act as an external reference during the project that will allow all the parties to pursue the same set of ideas and objectives. 

A request for proposal enables you to: 

· present to a possible supplier sufficient information about the project such that they can make an offer about what they can do for you, and 

· elicit from a possible supplier enough information about them so that you can make a judgement about their ability to usefully contribute to the project 

The RFP has a number of elements: 

· An overview of your company 

· A note on the people involved in your project and the delivery of the service 

· Description of the project background and the business strategy that informs the project

· The project objectives and the big idea 

· A note on all the intended audiences, including customers, partners, suppliers, and your staff

· Your success criteria for the project

· The services needed and what the supplier is being asked to deliver 

· Timescales 

· Identification of the key people inside your organisation, the people who will be involved in the decision-making process, and outside people who might help or advise in this making process.

· A request for the supplier’s credentials including their previous clients and projects, company background, and approach 

You may also choose to include information about your budgets if you are asking your supplier to indicate how much of the project they can complete within the budget allocated to their services. 

The RFP doesn’t have to be long, and could just take the form of an email. It is best to consider it as an investment of your time that later helps you to write the brief. It is worth talking to others in your company and ask them for their contribution to your RFP. 

We have compiled an RFP template to help you. . It can be found at www.WebDesignForBusiness.co.uk/tools/RFPTemplate.pdf 

[separate out text for site and text for online download]

Finding the right suppliers 

Introduction 

While you are putting the RFP together you can start looking for suppliers who might be interested in working on the project, and responding to the RFP. 

Choosing the right design supplier is the key to getting good results. However getting the right supplier depend upon what services you need, but may not even know at this stage. 

Design for the web is still a fairly new discipline and the variation in service is much greater than in any other area of design. 

When we talk about a designer or design supplier we may be referring to an individual designer, a company, or someone working as a designer in your organisation. 

Even if you have an existing supplier, or an in-house designer, who you are happy working with, has the skills and resources for the project, and is available, then this section is not for you. However even if you have an established supplier you may want to get a competing quote for a project to ensure that they are still competitive. Even if you have in-house resources you may want to work with an external supplier if you have a project that is particularly challenging, and which your in-house designer could learn from by working in collaboration with another design team. 

What services do you need to retain? 

Design is one skill needed to develop a successful online product. To the unfamiliar, the range of services you might need could appear daunting. You may need to seek advice as to what other services you might need, and these could include: 

· IT consultancy 

· Web development 

· writing and editing

· user research 

· usability testing 

· hosting and service provision 

· training and maintenance 

· fulfilment 

· interaction design

· brand advice

· design for print

Ask the design company what they think you will need based on your RFP. You may find that you have access to many of these skills already. They may advise you on any additional design services they think would benefit from, for example if your business identity needs addressing.

If you retain more than one supplier you will need to manage the project very carefully: keep good records of meetings and agreements and keep everyone informed at each stage. This is where e-mail becomes particularly helpful in allowing you to share information. 

Ask the suppliers you talk to how they would source any skills you need, such as Web development or usability testing. They may have business alliances or existing business relationships with other suppliers who they could recommend you work with. 

Many companies offer a wide selection of these skills. Retaining a company to do Web design and development can be advisable if you can’t find two suppliers to provide these services who could collaborate effectively. User research and usability are often better provided by a supplier independent of the design company (and accountable to you) as they can provide an objective view on the success of the design solutions. 

It is often valuable to have an exploratory phase which includes your customers, representatives of the business units in your organisation which might have an interest in the solution, and well as individuals who understand your business strategy and IT. 

Researching potential suppliers 

Word of mouth 
Personal recommendation is the major way in which clients find design companies to work with, and given the inconsistency of the industry it is probably the best way to proceed. Recommendations might come from friends or colleagues (in your company or another company), and possibly from your suppliers (such as your ISP or a systems integrator you are working with). Recommendations are a good route as they are based on direct experience with the supplier. Ask the person making the recommendation exactly why the supplier they are suggesting was good or if their experience was not so good why that was and what went wrong in the process.

Web and print - based directories 

It is almost impossible to find a list of local Web design companies by searching for this term on the Web. As a result of the diversity of the industry there are few online directories that are at all comprehensive. However there are a number of Web sites and magazines that have extensive listings of design companies. The Design Council is also developing a Design Directory, in conjunction with the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and Business Links, which will cover Web designers. This will come online late in 2001. We have put together a [link:listing of directories that cover Web design]. 

Small Business Advisers 

Business Advisers work within Business Links offices throughout the UK. Advisers often maintain their own list of local suppliers and will have some knowledge of their abilities, reliability and the kinds of projects they would excel at. These listings will also contribute to the Design Council Design Directory. This is the best route to good advice as suppliers will be recommended on performance and not just the end product they deliver. Advisers will also be able to give you strategic advice about your business objectives. Your local Business Links office can be found at www.businesslink.org 

Advertising and media coverage 

Advertisements give some idea of the quality of a company but are not the ideal guide. Coverage of a company in the design or business media will give a better indication of a company’s quality. In addition, many companies use similar language to describe what are, in fact, widely varying services. This can make it unclear what they are really offering. However if you like the tone of voice and style of an advertisement it would be well worth reviewing their website and contacting them about pitching for your project. We have put together a [link:listing of publications covering web design].

Tender broking services 

Business-to-business exchanges that allow clients to post RFPs that can be targeted to suppliers in a particular locality and of a certain size. This route will allow you to get pitches very quickly but you will need to obtain knowledge about the quality of the suppliers who pitch to you and get a personal introduction to them. We have put together a [link:listing of exchanges covering web design].

Companies who have contacted you 

As the Web design industry has been very dynamic in the last few years you may well have been contacted by a number of companies. The fact that a company has contacted you indicates that they are dynamic (or perhaps desperate), and gives you the initiative in negotiations. They have made the effort to contact you, and may have taken the time to make themselves familiar with your industry. 

What kind of companies offer Web design services 

The suppliers offering skills in Web design and some or all of the other skills you might need fall into a number of categories, reflecting the diverse skills and industries that have shaped the Internet. 

1. Individuals 

Individuals as sole traders are more likely to have a background in graphic or product design, architecture, computing, entertainment or the cultural industries, or may be university computer science or design students 

Strengths and weaknesses

Individuals are likely to have a particular area of skill but are unlikely to have all the skills needed to produce a good result. They may have contacts who offer other skills you might need. If they are involved in Web design and development out of interest they are likely to work hard and to a high standard. Make sure they have the skills and resources you may need for your project, or they have access to them. They may not be around when you need their help in the future. 

How would you recognise them?

They will demonstrate a very personal service, and will be your sole source of contact. If they have skills in one particular area e.g. the visual design, their portfolio will appear strong in this area. It would be valuable to ask them about all aspects of the examples they show, and the people they can bring onboard. 

2. Internet service providers 

Internet service providers for example BT internet and Demon internet 
, who may have expanded their offering beyond dialup access and Web hosting to offer website packages.

Strengths and weaknesses

An Internet service provider is likely to have off the shelf design solutions that may not be very appropriate to your needs, but they are more likely to be able to provide reliable technical solutions. Make sure that they can give you what you need now and what you might need later as a client, or you may create problems in the future for your Web site. 

How would you recognise them?

They will offer you a series of packages and will show you what you can get for your money. Ask them to make clear how you could get more tailored elements that they may not offer in the packages, how much you could have a say over the look and feel of the site, and how you could expand the site at a later date with a different web design company. Make sure you are not locked into staying with them if you wanted to take on a different supplier, simply because of the technical set up of the site. 

3. Traditional design companies

Traditional design companies, who have experience in graphic or product design, branding and marketing 

Strengths and weaknesses

Traditional design companies are known for good client and project-management skills, and should be able to consider your project in the light of your broader branding and design needs. However the skills needed for Web design are quite different from those related to print design and few companies have married them successfully.

How would you recognise them?

They may concentrate more on the ‘cutting edge’ visual design aspects - the look and feel, rather than what the site can do for your business as a whole and for the customer. They will have created a new design solution for each client, and you will get much from asking them about the process used to create their past projects. From their presentation you may want to ask them questions about how they achieved the technical challenges of their past work, and how their work addressed the business objectives. Ask them about your online brand, and what they might suggest for you. They should not focus on delighting you with what look like ‘finished’ visuals when they haven’t yet been briefed on the project. 

4. Web-focused design companies

Web-focused design companies, probably established in the last five years, originally by people with good technical knowledge and including designers with interaction and visual skills. 

Strengths and weaknesses

A Web-focused design company is likely to have the range of design and programming skills you need. You need to be aware that they might be more focused on the flash rather than the problem-solving aspects of design. If they don’t do Web site production they will have to bring in those skills or work with a supplier of your choosing and you may have to manage the communication between these parties.

How would you recognise them?

They may talk up the ‘cool’ design aspects of projects they have worked on , and you should ask how the design supports the business objectives online. They may talk about the potential of animation, and you should ask them about creating great sites that are attractive visually whilst ensuring your customers can use it and view it on their older browsers.  

5. Web development companies and IT systems integrators

Web development companies and IT systems integrators are likely to have been around before the Web took off, and while they may have strong design skills they sell their services on their engineering and IT consultancy capabilities.

Strengths and weaknesses

A Web development company or IT systems integrator is likely to have the technical skills you need, but with a more technical bias and as a result can have a tendency to over-complicate their analysis and over-specify their solution. They also tend to be engineering dominated which can lead to design solutions suffering.

How would you recognise them?

They may concentrate on the functional aspects of past work, using programming terminology perhaps, so ensure you ask them to translate technology language into benefits for your project, as well as why a technology is used for the past project they talk about. Ask them what they think is the most appropriate for you. Ask them what capability they have for visual design.

Shortlisting potential suppliers 

Once you have a clear overview of possible suppliers you can create a shortlist that you can approach to respond to the Request For Proposal. Ideally you should ask three or four companies to pitch. 

Your shortlist should be based on the following criteria: 

· The general impression you get from their advertising and their Web site, particularly the way they describe their past projects and how they work with clients 

· Whether the clients they have worked with, and projects they have worked on, have similarities to yours 

· Their skills, design capabilities or expertise 

· The kind of recommendation they have received and opinions you have gleaned from publications 

· The size of the company (a rough indication of ability to do projects of a given size) 

· If they are located near enough that they can meet easily if needed 

Assuming that about half the suppliers you approach may be too busy to pitch or take on the project, may not have quite the right skills, or may not be interested in pitching your shortlist should be about twice this number. 

If you find some suppliers that can only supply one element of your needs (eg: just design or just Web development) this number will be greater. 

Web design suppliers often list well-known companies as clients but that is no indication of the amount or quality of the work they have done for them. Similarly they often list Web sites they have worked on, but this doesn’t indicate that they were responsible for the whole site, or that the site as it now stands represents their work. Look for proper documentation of the projects the supplier has done for a client, with a clear indicate of their process and its success, and testimonials from the client. 

Contacting suppliers to respond to your RFP

Contact the suppliers informally about pitching and the give them the timescale for responding to the RFP. 

A good supplier will appreciate getting a broad overview of your company, the project objectives, how you see them being achieved, what kind of suppliers you are looking for, and the project timescale.

A good supplier will appreciate getting a broad overview of your company, the project objectives, how you see them being achieved. They are likely to have questions about your company and the project, and may want clarification on specifics of the RFP. Build in time to answer questions from them. 

Suppliers may be used to much less thoughtful requests from clients who are less clear about their objectives. It may be appropriate to discuss the nature of your RFP when you initially contact them about pitching. 

Inviting the supplier to present both their response to the RFP and their credentials and discuss relevant projects they have worked on, then you can: 

· answer any questions they have about the project 

· get a feel for their company culture, whether they will fit with your company, 

· their approach to design and the process they follow

· investigate their ability to complete the project 

Suppliers sometimes make light of the ease of delivering solutions, particularly the technical aspects – the “Yes, yes, we can do that” response. It is worth asking them to describe what mistakes they have made in the past, and what they have learned from them that has enabled them to be so confident now. 

A design company cannot present meaningful design ideas at a pitch as without a brief, and time to research and explore the problem any design solution will be a stab in the dark. Design ideas presented as ‘finished’ screens are even more suspect, as this deliverable is usually developed through the design process. 

For any pitch you should encourage the supplier to include as part of the pitch team any details of people you would be likely work with if the project went ahead
. 

Assessing pitches and deciding on a preferred supplier 




Once you have received the pitch documents (and perhaps had a presentation) you are in a position to start making a selection based on some or all of the following criteria: 

· Cultural fit and communication abilities 

· Response to RFP and quality of their presentation 

· Skillsets and approach 

· Technical capabilities 

· Understanding of your business 

· Reputation

· Experience

Fee level With all companies ensure that you are satisfied that they can do what you have asked for.

We have produced a checklist that will help you evaluate the suppliers who have responded to your RFP. [Link:‘Evaluating possible suppliers checklist‘.]

Cultural fit 

Consider what they would be like to work with. Do you have a sense that all parties ‘fit’ and will be able to work together? Are they people you have met already? Do the proposed teams have a good rapport? Are they responsive and do they listen well to your needs. The design process can be complex due to the investment (intellectual, emotional and financial) made by all involved so consider if you could work closely with this team for six months?

Understanding your business 

Look for companies who show an understanding of you and your business needs make sure they do not simply present design ideas that look good, but do not necessarily address the how and the why of their ideas. It is important that they demonstrate the ability to generate ideas without jumping to solutions that do not reach your business objectives. Most importantly, they should work well with you in situations of ambiguity and establish an open, conversational relationship. The process should be transparent and inclusive. Avoid suppliers who offer a ‘black box’ approach. They should be willing to talk you through all stages. 

Future of the supplier 

Since the Internet bubble burst a lot of companies have been scaling back, making redundancies and in a number of cases ceasing trading. Knowing that your supplier will be there in six months time, and will have the resources to work with you, has become a serious issue. 

If you can, talk to other clients and try to get a feel for the solidity of the company from their experience. Look at the suppliers site and press releases for indications of dramatic changes. 

If the supplier is a limited company you can check their last accounts filing with Companies House http://www.companieshouse.gov.uk/. You can also see if they are late in filing their accounts, which is a bad sign. In the unlikely case they are publicly traded you can research them through your stockbroker or many online research services including Yahoo! Finance http://uk.finance.yahoo.com/. Some research companies such as Forrester Research (http://www.forrester.com/) produce reports on Web agencies. 

Ask the supplier to document the design and development process as they proceed so that if disaster struck another supplier would have a clear basis on which to pick up the project. 

Accreditation and awards

Suppliers may be verified by an industry award. However in a new discipline such as Web design best practice and standards of work are still in flux and the value of accreditation is limited. The most useful accreditation is from the Select Assure database produced by the British Accreditation Bureau. 

Awards in the Web design industry are almost meaningless, and unfortunately no guide to the quality of a design company. Most design awards also tend to focus purely on the visual and aesthetic aspects of a solution and do not really evaluate its appropriateness to the problem or the experience it provides to its users. The Design Business Association’s Design Effectiveness Awards stand out in this area. However the fact that a company has chosen to seek accreditation may indicate that it is serious about the quality of work it does. 

Further reading

‘Choosing a Web Developer - the Complete Guide’ Kristie Tamsevicius 
http://www.ecommercebase.com/article.php/428
[Needs text.]

If you find that your preferred supplier is severely limited by your budget allocated for design and development, it will probably not make business sense to proceed and you may have to re-assess the business opportunity. 

As with every business venture, you need adequate funding to make it happen. Discuss with your supplier if you can phase the development in a meaningful way.

Appointing a supplier 

Evaluate the results of the [link:‘Evaluating Possible Suppliers Checklist’] tool to see if one company fulfils more of your objectives. Provided you are happy with their presentations and you feel that one or two companies really suit your design and production needs, and you can thereby make a choice.

We would suggest that you should be particularly wary of selecting a supplier based on price alone. You may find yourself with less of a site than you at first envisaged, that does not provide what you wanted. With the downturn in the Internet industry many companies who set high minimum project fees are now much more open to smaller projects, particularly if they think they can develop a longer-term business relationship with a client. 

Arrange to meet your preferred supplier immediately to discuss how to finalise you agreement , terms of the contract and proceed with the project. 

If for any reason they are no longer available (perhaps because their response had past its expiry date and they had taken on other projects) you will need to see if they could take the project on at a later date that suited you, or approach the supplier who came second in your ranking. 

Establishing and agreeing final costs 

As suggested earlier, there are different approaches to getting what you want for the budget you have. At this stage you should have an idea of what the supplier will deliver for your budget, but this will need further definition as your project becomes clearer.

Your business planning research should provide useful background for approaching companies for finance, including your bank. 

If you decide that you will produce the site yourself to save on finances, be aware of the time it takes to learn the skills necessary, and the standards of design on the web which can make you appear either as professional as any other company, or considerably less.

A very rough guide to the possible cost of a moderately complex Web site (that involves some transactions such as online purchasing) is that it might cost the equivalent of your annual IT budget (including hardware and software purchases, installation and maintenance, training and support) for one year to develop and launch, and the ongoing costs (assuming you didn’t enhance the Web site) might be equivalent to a third of your annual IT budget. This doesn’t include the cost of staff time in running the Web site, or any costs for marketing it. 

To an extent you get what you pay for, but in the Web design industry some companies have charged high fees as a marketing device to inspire confidence in them. This is no longer the case for most of the industry. Note that costs can vary widely based on the complexity of the solution required. The relatively simplicity of a web interface can often obscure the complexity of the underlying system supporting it. Even for simple websites, the costs differences can be enormous between an out of the box solution (with limited design flexibility) and a bespoke site with lots of sophisticated graphics and interactivity. This becomes even more complicated as more and more functionality is added, like ecommerce, collaboration tools, integration with existing systems, etc. 

Negotiate a contract

The RFP and the supplier’s response contain the essence of a contract. It is generally good practice to formalise this and negotiate any issues that may have come up since the creation of the RFP and the suppliers pitch document. The contract gives you a reference point you can return to if needed.

Your contract should broadly address: 

· Who should deliver what, and when (and what penalties you may agree to be applicable) 

· Who has authority to sign-off project stages and how sign-off is conducted 

· Who has ownership of the deliverables, and who has the right to use them under what circumstances 

· Payment terms and schedule 

Get the legal advice you need at this stage. A [link:Business Development Adviser] will be able to direct you to good legal advice. 

Make sure you are clear about all elements of the contract, and ask for details on any technical or design language to ensure you are not agreeing to something you can later find you have misunderstood. Make sure the contract includes any rights to the site, content and programming. 

Intellectual property 

One element that should be clear in the contract is that all rights to the design solution and to bespoke coding and programming used on the site should be held by you, including during development. Don’t make any assumptions about who owns the elements of the final product. Make sure both sides of the agreement are clear. If a supplier proposed to license you some bespoke software they have developed ask about the future implications of this, for example what would you need to do if you wanted to use it on other projects, or what would happen if they ceased trading. 

Make sure your contract with the supplier reflects all of these intellectual property issues, and who owns them.

You can find out more at [ACDI] and the UK Patent Office. 

[ACDI Web URL]

Law Society site on IPR

http://www.patent.gov.uk/ 

The Business Gateway FAQ Responses has a section on intellectual property rights.

http://www.businesslink.org/
Further reading 

‘Appointing a design consultancy‘, part of the Design Council’s Government Design Toolikit. 

http://www.design-council.org.uk/govtool/managing/brief.html 

Making preparations inside your company 

Create an internal evangelising and communication team 

With any project there is an internal communication process that needs to be managed. Ideally a small representative team of decision makers are working with the company, who have the skills and position to make decisions. They need to communicate the stages and the ideas to all of the company and to customers throughout the project and must not slow down the process. This is obviously a simple process if your company is small, but still very important.

Getting this internal buy-in is always critical in enabling the people who will be delivering the service to do it well, to evaluate its success, and to come to you with ideas about how it might be improved. As with any project there will be political aspects to making it happen, and these may be exacerbated as online projects may have more appeal than others, and it is often less clear e they ‘live’ in an organisation. 

In larger companies it may be useful to nominate a project champion who can sit on the board or at a marketing meeting. This can make up for the fact that people won’t automatically take into account the implications of other decisions for your online activity. 

Consider setting up a process for communicating with your supplier as well as internally. We have produced a ‘[link:Communications Strategy Tool]’ to help you think this through. 

Encourage your staff to become familiar with the Web 

If you company is going to be able to use the Web effectively your employees will have to be familiar with the medium, just as they re familiar with print and the telephone. It will be particularly valuable if they use Web sites of your competitors, partners and other companies within your industry. 

Create a physical or online project workspace 

Working on Web-focused projects can be very abstract and all too virtual. If you have sufficient space it is a good idea to dedicate a room, or an area of your office, to the project and use it for all meetings and informal discussions and to display project material (site maps, design ideas, sample of text and images, project timelines, and so on). 

Having documents visible allows old ideas to be revisited quickly and current information to be easily accessible. A project space is a technique often used by designers and is also a good way to share the progress of the team with people outside of the project who have an interest in its success.

If space is a problem, discuss the possibility of a web based workspace with your supplier, which allows everyone with internet access to vies all electronic documents, trial sites, diagrams and images online at any time..

Define your internal requirements 

Any project requires a significant amount of preparation on your part. One aspect of this is your own internal needs E.g.. how will you work with the site and deliver the product or service. The second aspect is the content you will need to prepare and produce for the site itself. E.g. any written material, images and company logos. Both aspects need to be addressed as soon as the project has started.

The current design of your organisation is key to your company’s ability to support this new product or service, and create a consistent and good customer experience across all interactions customers have with your company. Creating a web site is a good opportunity to build a combined corporate and web strategy. In preparation for implementing the project you will need to gather both aspects of your internal needs, which can be presented to your supplier at a meeting. This will build on information you brought together for the RFP. You should address: 

· Who you plan to have working on the project, their skills, their availability and other demands on their time. 

· What software and collaboration tools (such as email) your people use, their level of training and skill, and their level of Internet access (eg: none from their desktop, or modem-based, or via the office network). 

· Any other parties involved in producing the site and their working with it once it is live. (For instance a copywriter, distributor or photographer.) 

· What other resources are available. (For instance existing Web services, meeting spaces, support staff, fulfilment suppliers.)

· Milestones for any parallel or related projects, and dates of other key events. For instance a board meeting where decisions might be made or progress reviewed, or a launch date for a marketing campaign.

· Existing processes that will need to be supported in future. (For instance if you have existing databases that store, these will need to be supported in future.) 

· Any distributor’s requirements

Training 

You should also consider what training needs you might have as a result of your project. However simple your site may appear to be your staff will need some training on how they can make sure it is up-to-date and accurate, and how they will process transactions (from a customer enquiry to a large order) that take place on the site. There will be some training required for maintenance even if your supplier is contracted to maintain the site. Ensure you have the skills you need to take the work on. 

There is a list of companies in the Training section of Reference. 

Set up a method for communication and collaboration 

We cannot emphasise enough the importance of good communication in a project of this type, and from our research it is worth any time you invest in working in ways to keep all decisions and discussions clear and shared with all parties. You can define a strategy for how you will communicate with all people involved at this early stage in the process.

With a Web the product you are creating is an intangible thing, in a relatively unfamiliar medium, and there are likely to be more people involved in creating it than there are for example in print products. This makes it doubly important that you pay attention to how you communicate and collaborate. 

Your suppliers are likely to have an established strategy, which should be beneficial to you. If they do you should evaluate how useful it would be for your project team members and how it could fit with any existing systems that you use in your company. 

One of the key tasks in shaping a strategy is how you will give the many people involved access to the key project documents and information, and keep them up-to-speed on what they have to be doing, and where the project is at, and allow them to give feedback. 

We have produced a checklist that will help you ensure that you have addressed all the key elements of a strategy. See the ‘[link:Communications Strategy Tool]‘. 

Defining the brief 

Once you have appointed your supplier or suppliers you can start working with them and the stakeholders within your company on mapping out the implementation of the project. 

There is a briefing tool to help you identify the areas you need to define and discuss with your supplier. This early stage is a crucial one, as you have the ability to think in new ways about your business and what can be achieved. Time spent in planning at this stage makes for a better process and a better product.

The project will go more smoothly, and be more creative and constructive, if early on you create a project team with everyone who is to be involved. (This may include marketing, design, Web development, IT, copywriting, and key employees who will be responsible for maintaining the product.) If you do this everyone will start on the same page, and decisions will be better considered as everyone who will be affected by them will have been involved. 

Initial briefing meeting 

The briefing meeting is a critical one. Here many fundamental ideas are discussed, and decisions made. As with any complex project getting the right people together at the start and regular face-to-face meetings are the best method by which ideas can be worked through, problems flagged up, project status established, and people held to account for the tasks they have agreed to do. 

It is critical to bring all the key people, both internal and external, together at an early on in the project, and to keep meeting and talking regularly.

The role of this initial meeting is to Clarify and establish the roles and responsibilities 

Each person needs to be identified as to what part of the project they take responsibility for. This can be produced as a table and circulated to everyone involved. As the project starts, individual tasks can be added, and this can help in planning.

Establish the constraints of the project 

Through defining your internal requirements, you will have explored what it is you need the site to do for the users, your business and what you will require from it internally. Bringing these factors to the initial meeting will ensure everyone is aware of the constraints from the beginning.

Internal business planning

You will need to explore how your company will be using the site, and what changes will you need to plan to accommodate these changes. You will not be able to envisage all of the answers at this stage, but some definition is needed.

Content delivery planning 

You will need to explore what content will you need to be providing, what images might you want to use, who is going to write the material?

Communicating with the supplier

Establish how you will collaborate and communicate, how you will exchange data (eg: text and images for the site), and who is project managing and overseeing the communication and collaboration process 

 You will also need to: 

· Begin to establish a common language for describing the project objectives, project stages, design and technical elements, and for the elements of the Web site. 

· Discuss the design issues

· Discuss the technical issues

· Discuss the content of the site, as a basis for creating the ‘Content specifications’ 

· Firm up and add detail to the project timescale (including milestones for parallel or related projects), as a basis for creating the ‘Project plan’ 

The record of the decisions made at this meeting should be shared with the project team in the manner that you have agreed. All work to be done, further research and decisions taken need to be recorded. 

Establishing a common language early on is key to effective collaboration. There may be confusion over language used to describe stages of the process, site development techniques, site features and technologies, and the nomenclature on the site itself. 

Constructing the brief

The initial brief builds on all of the material contained in the RFP by expanding on and detailing the design and technical requirements, and detailing the site content. These documents form the basis for the next stage of the project. 

Who writes the brief? 

With new areas of business activity it often makes sense to work with your suppliers to create the brief for a project, or even for them to lead this process. If this is how the process is initiated it should then be passed back to you for comment and discussion. 

As with other elements of the project, everyone in your company who has a stake in the project should contribute to the creation of a brief, especially those who may be involved on a day to day basis, and those with an eye on the companies longer term future.]

Your brief should include clear detail on the following elements:

· Timing

· Content

· Target audience and user profiles

· Costs

· Functionality

· People involved

· Who has gives approval to the stages

· What future needs might need to be considered including scalability

· Any specific requirements particular to the project

We have produced a briefing tool to take you through this process, and to explore the issues as a starting point.

See [link:briefing tool]

Developing user scenarios research and scenario development

It is always preferable to involve end-users (customers) through a third party so as to provide an objective view both to yourselves and to your designers.

From your original Business research you will have some understanding of the possible needs of your customers and clients. It is worth building on this research to get a clearer picture of their situation and needs, and developing ‘stories’ about how a given user might use the Web site to achieve a given goal (often referred to in the industry as a ‘scenario’). 

Research can come from many sources including interviews (on the phone or in person), a questionnaire, or informal observation of customers or clients at work. Ideally use all three techniques, though the latter is the most difficult to pursue. The insights and information you are looking for are at a number of levels – technical, skills, context of work, and psychological. The following list details what you will need to explore: 

· What kind of devices does your audience use to connect to the Internet (desktop computer or laptop, mobile phone, handheld computer, Web-enabled TV, public kiosk) and how large is its screen. 

· Where is the world are they, and what cultural needs and differences do they have

· Which operating system (Windows, MacOS, etc) and software (browser, email program) do they use and what version 

· What speed are they connected to the Internet and how easy is it for them to get a connection. 

· What is the person’s level of computer and Web skills. What other interfaces that they are familiar with (such as a dedicated database system, a financial trading system, or a handheld computer). 

· What are their patterns, habits and how comfortable are they in using email and the Web. 

· How often and when do they use the Internet. 

· What is their context of use, including competing access to shared Internet access, access in public or shared spaces (such as an Internet café or the living room), and the nature of the environment they are in (how busy, noisy, or interruptive it is). 

· How does their use of the Internet fit into their other activities such as admin, accounting, reading, communicating. 

· How do they perceive online products and particular online interfaces. 

· What are their favourite Web sites are and why. 

From this research you should be able to establish a clear picture of your customers and clients, which will give you a good grounding when putting together the detailed specifications (design brief, technical brief, etc) for the site. 

Take each target audience and the results of the questions above, and using the table in the briefing tool, develop a profile for each type. Do not necessarily base them on actual people, more as a composite of what you know they to be Use the information to understand the type of goals they would want to achieve by using your site, then the requirements for the site to enable them to do so.

A useful technique is to build on this research to create scenarios of use, which describe the person, their disposition, their goal, their environment, how they approach achieving that goals, where they are likely to get frustrated, and how they will know when they have succeeded. 

Your supplier may have their own techniques or process for this activity.

Some people who create scenarios give their characters names and throw into discussions comments such as “Rachel wouldn’t like that, she prefers to browse than search for information”. You might be referring to real people you have interviewed, so be discreet! 

Responses from the supplier to the brief

You will have provided a great deal of information for your design supplier to work with. Their response to your brief and the user profiles will take the form of a range of material. Some will be design ideas – through visual ‘concepts’, mood boards or ideas for presentation. Others will be practical responses for the technical solutions, in the form of specifications. This is the range of responses you should expect to review, but the terminology may differ from ours.

Conceptual models

The designer presents the client the ‘big idea’ underpinning their proposed solution. Usually there should be more than one of these to be evaluated, but sometimes there is one great idea that works straight off. 

Talk to your team about the ideas, and get their thoughts on if it could work.

Content Models

The designer captures the types and uses of text and images (content) for the site for each of the user types defined in the brief. It describes how, when and under what circumstances different types of content are used to achieve a specific goal. 

Navigation models

This is the means by which the users are directed around the site – the easier the navigation, the easier they can get to what they want. This combines with the conceptual model and the content model helps to create the site map. 

Detailed specification

All of the elements discussed during the briefing stage are drawn together in what is usually a thick document as reference throughout the remainder of the process. It is with the information contained in this document that the design work really starts to happen.

Make sure your supplier explains the consequences of the document – if in doubt, ask

Site map 

A site map is a key tools for helping you to visualise and think about and plan the structure of your site and can help think about how your key audiences might use the site, the overall structure of the site, where the technical elements will fit, features or information that you may need but haven’t considered, and how the site might be maintained and by who. 

A site map will typically show: all the pages, or types of pages, on the site; the functionality and key types of content on each page or type of page; the links between those pages, and the hierarchy in which they sit; areas of the site which require the user to have completed a certain task (such as logging in). In due course the site map should also incorporate final page titles for each page. 

A site map needs to be reviewed against the user profiles and scenarios to ensure that the users can get to their goals easily and quickly.

A site map can be created in many ways. A good way to start is to get your project team together with a lot of Post-It Notes (perhaps of different colours) and a large blank wall in your project workspace. Each of the Post-It notes can be used to represent different pages and they can be organised and re-organised until the team feels happy with the site map. This can then be transferred to a large sheet of paper and the links and interactions between pages mapped out. Site maps are often finalised using a graphical software program and your suppliers may have a preferred package here. 

Content specifications 

It is valuable for the designers, and the Web developers, to have a clear idea of the types of content that you plan to have on the site. This helps the designers think specifically about the how the content could be structured and presented, and the Web developers think about how that content will be input, managed, stored and published. It will also help think through your project objectives and the goals that you want your intended users to be able achieve. 

Content specs need to include page title, page headline and sub-heads where appropriate. You should include typical examples of each different type of content, which might encompass: text with sub-heads, lists, catalogue or entries or database records, tables, forms (for purchasing products, searching, or giving feedback), or images and graphics. 

Make sure that you feel satisfied that the content spec will deliver your project objectives at this stage. Discuss any concerns you have

Information architecture

The structuring of the content for the site can be organised in many ways, and part of your suppliers response to the brief will be to formulate ideas about how it will reflect they way your company works, and more importantly the way your customer can get to your information , product order forms or service. For example, if your web site is structured around the structure of your company, you will need to make sure that your customers can get to the material they need quickly, and in an obvious route – they should not need to know anything about your company to know where to find what they want. 

Make sure you try out the journey your users will take and, if you can, get them to test it out for you.

Design specification 

A brief should frame the design question (the problem you need to solve, or the opportunity you would like to exploit). It should not be framed in terms of solutions, as solutions should be addressed in the next stage: the design process.

As the client you may have some ideas about design solutions, and it is quite appropriate to include these in the brief, but they should be distinct from the framing of the question. 

Functional and technical specifications 

These are developed in fine detail by your suppliers, and will require detail on any systems you have, any site features, and how you will host the site, both now and in the future. 

The functional spec needs to ….[more here Nico can you do this?]

The technical spec needs to ….[more here Nico can you do this?]

Both of these specifications will also need to include ‘non-human users’, such as search engines. 

Measuring results

You can build in at this stage what you need to check that what you want actually works. A web log can give you a range of valuable data about the use of your site which includes number of page views (by time of day or page), unique visitors and where they are located, popular pages (and pages that don’t work!), what browsers you customers are using. 

You will need to discuss with the supplier what kinds of measurements they can give you. Ask them about what type of indicators will tell you what you need to know about what your users are doing on your site.

Make sure you are looking at the right measurements. Someone clicking on your page might not even like what they see, or come back to you, use your service or buy something. Don’t count clicks, but make sure you are looking at what they are doing on your site.

Review the project plan

Checking user profiles and scenarios, business objectives against all of the specifications. 

Now is the time to review all of the different specifications produced with your project plan. This is a chance to discuss any concerns and make sure that both parties are clear about what you are trying to do, and what the supplier is going to produce for you. It is also a chance to check on other connected deadlines such as marketing activity, or product launches.

You may at this point find that you might need to scale the project back from the original response to the RFP - what you first thought you wanted may need to be slightly changed by now having a better understanding of the problem and the solution. For example, you may find that you need less work in one area and more in another after discussion with your supplier.

Final user scenarios

Your original user scenarios may at this stage need a little more depth, as you have developed a better understanding of the project itself.

Evaluate and freeze the design and functionality 

There is a stage in the process where a decision has to be made on what can and cannot be done in this project, and the list of elements is ‘frozen’. The natural reaction with clients and designers is to keep making changes, but in order to get the project delivered, there is a point where both have to agree to stop adding new ideas, and to ‘freeze’ the functionality.

This is the last point at which you will be able to discuss changes in the technology or function in the site . This is the stage to look back at the criteria and goals defined in your requirements research and the RFP. The documents are likely to be fairly complex, so make sure you ask about areas you don’t understand, and how the design and technical responses meet your objectives. 

Make sure that you and your supplier are happy with freezing the functionality at this stage and have talked through the options if you change your mind later.

Don’t rush this stage, as you do not want to find yourself agreeing to something you may not be happy with later.

During this phase you will want to be making preparations for producing the content – text and images for example - you have agreed to produce for the project. This can often take longer than expected to produce, so consider bringing in extra specialist help – for example web writers - if you find that you cannot dedicate the time. 

Make sure you set up a delivery schedule with your designer, so that you can get the materials to them at the right stage, and not hold up the process.

Your designer can advise you about what content you have that can be easily used or adapted for the project, and what you will need. They are likely to be able to refer you to any specialists help you might need.

Implementation 

Once you have frozen the design and technical specification of the site you can move on to implementation. This is the point where the project moves from having new ideas, into getting everything collected for production.

It is likely that you will continue thinking of many other things you might want to add to your specification. Make a not of them as the basis for the next phase of the project. 

Deliver your Web content 

Once the production has started you will need to be regularly sending material to the supplier for inclusion. If you plan to update your site regularly, you will need to make provision for creating this ongoing new content, and the site may have implications for the way you work. This can result in you needing to change some of the processes within your company. 

You may need to gather extensive information that is core to your company, for instance about the products you sell, and you may have never compiled this information into a consistent form before. Make sure you allow extra time for this process. 

Designing 

At this stage design is concerned with how your site looks, and the arrangement of elements of the page to make it interesting and easily used by your customers. It also includes the design of the ‘interaction’ between your users and your site – these are the elements that show them how to get to what they want. All of these elements needs to be produced as initial ideas, and to be developed into finished visuals, and finally on screen. 

This is the stage where a few ideas are developed into one that best suits the project objectives. As a result you will be presented with many forms of ideas in early stages, sometimes as simple paper ideas in black and white, or as colour visuals for the look and feel of the site, or less visual materials as with labelling strategies, controlled vocabularies, wireframes, walkthroughs and maps. 

Your supplier should make it clear exactly what they are asking you to respond to or decide upon with each presentation, and which elements of the design specification they are addressing. If you are unsure of what exactly you are being presented with or being asked to make a decision on, make sure you ask. 

These design approaches will also be used for testing with the user, to how well they work from the point of view of your intended audience. 

Where possible always give feedback face to face – if this is not possible then make sure you are clear about what you are discussing, record and share your decisions and comments. This will help to prevent misunderstandings, and ensure that you were both on the same track.

Coding, programming and site building 

Building a Web site involves a number of technical skills and it is possible that one person will have all the skills you need. These skills are often referred to as ‘coding’ or ‘engineering’ and include: 

Programming 

This is the ability to write or edit the programming code that creates dynamic systems and applications, and integrating these together with the ‘front end’ of the Web site. 

Configuring 

 This is the work involved in connecting your site with your server and includes installing and setting up software on the server and perhaps on ‘client’ machines in your office. 

Coding 

Producing the actual pages by writing the code (‘HTML’) that tells the browser what is on each Web page and how it should be displayed. 

Integration of design with engineering 

The success of your project depends heavily having a good working relationship between design and engineering, . Ideally the designers and engineers would work together in the same place, and should work together to create a well designed that functions well and fit the specifications. 

Some development of the site can be produced in parallel with the design process, such as setting up the Web space and the functions that will run on the server (such a e-commerce software), as well as any database development required. 

During the engineering development your supplier should demonstrate to you elements of what they are developing (such as a search engine, shopping cart, or site editing tool). 

When reviewing engineering ideas, ensure they make it clear what they are asking you to respond to or chose with each presentation, how it should work, what benefit it brings, what objective it meets and which elements of the engineering specification they are addressing. As with the design, if you are unsure of what exactly you are being presented with, make sure you ask, and make sure that answers mean something to you.

If you are working with two separate companies, as with any suppliers, ensure that you all meet regularly, and that any problems are ironed out immediately. 

Using a test site

A test site is where both engineering and design can be brought together at an early stage as the project progresses and allows you to review it internally with your staff against your design and engineering specifications. 

There are a number of specific issues you should consider: 

· How well does the site perform over the types of connections you specified? 

· Are pages slow to load? 

· Do they load completely? 

· Are forms slow to submit? 

· (If you specified a modem connection but your office has high-speed access to the Internet you may have to get set up a modem connection specially.) 

· Does the site perform well with the browsers you have specified? 

· Do the pages appear as you expect? 

· Does the right images and text appear where you expect them? 

· Are any errors displayed? 

· Is the text readable and images clear? 

· Do menus and other navigation elements work as expected? 

If there are serious performance problems you will need to meet with your suppliers to discuss what problems they are and what can be done to rectify them. 

Resolving problems may take a few attempts to get right. You may have to see the solutions through a few variations as you get nearer the final version.

Usability and usability testing 

Having defined your users at the start of the project, it is critical that now you test the developing site with a representative group. The reason for this is simple – if they can’t get to what they want, if they can’t read what your site says, and if they are lost in your site – they cannot get to what they want and are probably not going to come back.

The first of these is a usability audit and involves getting the help of a specialist usability expert who conducts an evaluation of the site looking for potential usability problems. This may feel like additional expense, but gives a fast precise response to what does not work on your site.

The second is usability testing, which involves working with potential users of the site to understand how they use it and what problems you need to address. 

Usability testing can help inform the designer of features that might be added, from elements of the site they find difficult to use, or confusing.

You will need between five and ten people who are representative of intended users of the site (from your user profile), but are not familiar with your project. They could be people in your company, family or friends, suppliers, customers or possibly clients. You will need about a hour of their time, and should consider giving them some token of appreciation. 

These users should be asked to come to your premises to try to achieve certain goals which are typical of the user goals the site has been designed to facilitate. 

A typical test question might be “You want to order two blue shirts to be sent to your brother, who lives abroad, as a gift to arrive in the next two weeks. Can you do this, and if so show me how.” 

While they do this you should encourage them to ‘think out loud’ about what they are doing, why, and what they think is happening, and have someone recording what they find difficult or confusing. You should not give them any help, or make any suggestions. (After all if they were really doing this on their own you wouldn’t be there to help them.) 

Usability testing may be something you have agreed that one of your suppliers carries out. It is also possible for you to conduct it yourself, though it might be better to learn from someone who has some experience of the techniques involved. 

It is important to remember that you are not testing the user, but you are testing the work that has been produced at that stage to see if it helps your users achieve their goals. For example if your user goal is to buy a football online and have it delivered to their niece or nephew, your tests will reveal how easy they found it – or not, and through the testing you will discover what needs changing. 

You will find the results fascinating and unexpected, and wonder how it is that sometimes a design can appear to have solved a problem in a simple and obvious way and yet your users find it difficult or impossible to achieve the task set for them. 

Usability audits and tests can be used at different stages to improve a design and in cycles; the more cycles you do the better the result, though you can improve a design a lot in just one or two cycles. 

The results of any usability are well worth any investment of time or money you can make. As with other aspects of your business, it allows you to control the quality of your project before it gets to your customers, and gets them involved in shaping the final product.

Usability report 

The results of your user testing needs to be collected and any suggestions about how to solve the problems identified. You will need to prioritise those aspects that are critical to the project and then your designers can consider how to address these findings, and consider any solutions proposed. 

Beta testing 

When you and your supplier consider that the specifications have been met through the site, the next step is to beta test it. Beta testing is a term used in the software industry and is concerned with checking all the features of the site and ensuring the consistency of all page elements, and accuracy of all the page text. 

Beta testing might be carried out by one of your suppliers, but could be carried out by a member of your staff who has some technical knowledge and is familiar with the specification of the. Text elements and detailed information of the site should be addressed by the person who wrote the text, or by someone with proofing skills. 

You should test the site on all the platforms and browsers you identified in ‘Developing user scenarios’. 

You should be testing on these platforms to see if: 

· All the pages on the site load as quickly as you intend 

· Their appearance is consistent across all of the platforms, screen sizes you identified, and works appropriately when the browser window is resized 

· Any forms on the site (such as a contact form or search) load and display as expected, behave consistently when submitted (including the way that errors are reported to the user), and present their results consistently (including emails that they might generate) 

· Any shopping carts or high-functionality elements of the site work as specified 

· The security of your site works and that data is transmitted securely where intended, especially if this connects to sensitive information inside your company 

· Any personalisation or customisations features work as specified, and if information is left in a ‘cookie’ on the user’s machine that this cookie behaves as specified 

· Mailing lists are as easy to subscribe as they are to unsubscribe

The site works appropriately when the browser’s Back and Forward buttons are used You should also be reviewing: 

· All text (including text in buttons or other navigational elements) for consistent use of terms, spelling, style, and formatting 

· Pages titles for consistency 

· Alt tags, to ensure that they have been used where they were specified, and for consistent use of terms and spelling

Bear in mind that you should also be testing any systems developed to assist with the maintenance of the site inside your company. Above all make sure you record and report all errors meticulously.

The results from your beta test might require considerable work, most likely on the site engineering, to address the problems identified. This stage of the site development process is the one that inevitably gets compressed but if you give it too little time your initial users are likely to be disappointed and unlikely to use the site again. 

Soft launch 

A soft launch allows you to control who sees the nearly finished version of your site. It is an opportunity to invite friends, suppliers, staff and clients to review the near-complete project - available at its final URL. You can use this as a means to share what you are planning, as well as getting their response to the project, and anything else that testing may have missed.

Any last changes can be delivered back to the supplier and decisions made as to what is feasible to be incorporated before the hard launch. The only changes to be considered at this stage are those that will seriously affect the performance of the site for your users or for your staff. Minor changes can be moved to the next development of your site.

Hard launch 

After much hard work this is the point where you can get together, send out your marketing material and actually appreciate the hard work that has gone into the final Web site. You may have already distributed your promotional material to announce the site, whether online or offline through direct mail. It’s a good opportunity to gather everyone involved in the project and to de-brief afterwards, and celebrate the results. 

After the launch 

The focus of many months of work, the stage at which your site goes live, is really only the tip of the iceberg, and the you may find that role of your design company continues after launch. 

Web log analysis 

It is only after launch that you will be able to effectively analyse the logs from your web site, including the patterns of purchasing (if the site is used for commerce), how your users use your site. Analysing your web log information provides invaluable details on where the design is working well and where it can be improved and you should do this on a regular basis. 

This can indicate which parts of the site are badly flagged in the navigation, are slow to load, or have a confusing interface. It can also give you information about your customers, those who simply look at the home page, and those who spend time with your site. 

Indicators that your site is not working may include customers are not getting through to specific pages, or you have many unfinished payment transactions, or unfinished forms, or pages that no-one visits – all of these your web log will be able to show you. 

If a design supplier demonstrates an understanding of what you might require as a post-launch analysis it is clearly more committed to providing an effective solution for you. 

Maintenance and backup 

Just as your business will be constantly developing, so will your online business. Even a site that fully is fully functioning at launch, and to which no changes are made, will need ongoing maintenance to:

· Ensure all of your information is accurate and not out of date

· Changes to the site, to encourage customers to return simply to find out what’s new with your business

· Address any minor design issues would improve users’ experience of the site 

· Ensure any faults that are discovered can be resolved 

· Install software and hardware upgrades that address site performance, or developments such as new software viruses 

Your online product is a living thing, and is of course much more flexible than print as a tool.

It is also important to talk to your employees about effective design continue after launch, as this will allow them to better understand where the design is failing, including where it fails them, and create the brief for the next stage of the product. 

Usability testing and focus groups 

Usability testing can and should be an ongoing process. It can help evaluate how features that aren’t easy to use could be changed, and inform the design of features that might be added. You may also wish to consider using focus groups, although they can be less critical than other methods. 

User feedback 

This always helps you understand what works and what does not on your site. Some of the most successful businesses use their customer feedback from the web and telephone for business ideas as well as getting things. Where customers have complaints, or return something they had purchased, you should see if you can gather positive lessons for your business. 

Ensure that you build in feedback mechanisms (these should come from your ‘project objectives‘) and make sure the feedback you get includes the URL of the page the user is giving feedback on.

Measuring success

At the beginning of the project you will have defined objectives for the project. These may include increasing profits, sales, or users of your service. It is worth defining what you will mean by a success, and assess this alongside the marketing work you will do to attract people to the site. 

At each stage you will be able to identify whether you have met the level of sales or other performance targets you set at the beginning of the process. You can use information on successes to attract further financial support for new site developments.

Improvements and additions 

During the design and implementation phases you may have had other ideas for site design and functionality that had to be ‘frozen’ out. You should continue to look at what competitors and other online businesses are doing with their sites as a source of ideas. 

Regular reports from all of your staff involved, in addition to the responses from customers will supply an ongoing list of improvements for your company to consider. You may have agreed a stage by stage development of the site with your supplier, to take place over a longer period, and you can add all of the site improvements from all sources into these stages.

Conclusion 

Often the best way to gain an understanding of how a process works is to be involved in one, but we hope that this guide has given you some idea of the pitfalls, and some useful advice for your own web projects. 

Feedback

This tool has been produced to increase your understanding of how the web design process can be managed. If you have used this guide to talk you through the process, or for information, we would like to hear from you.

Please address all of your comments to WebByDesign@designcouncil.org.uk
Addenda 

Good design 

[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]
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[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]

Creating a communication strategy

[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]

Resources 

Glossary 

[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]
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[See SMEToolCommsStrategy’, SMEToolEvaluatingSuppliers’, ‘SMEToolRFPTemplate, and design briefing documents.]
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[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]

Finding a supplier 

[See ‘SMEToolPosterCopy’ document.]
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�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���Are there any stats on this? See Design Week.


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���Want to know about the company in detail. Want to know who is going to be working on the project, CVs now on intranet... Better foundation to the project by having people who will work on the project involved in the pitch. Don’t have to start from scratch relative to new business team doing pitch. (Nick Farnhill)


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���See comments on new business acquisition by Sally Taplin


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���There is also the AAR which organises formal reviews of potential supplier agencies for advertising and direct marketing and they are setting up a similar operation for new media companies. (Patrick Baglee)


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���From the diagram: Tool available from www.webdesignfor... Do they meet the needs defined during requirements, discussed in more detail on page...


�PAGE \# "'Page: '#'�'"  �Page: 1���Clients evaluate our company by many criteria. - cultural fit -- do they like us, our culture, how we work - reputation -- as verified either by the industry, or by one of our technology/advertising partners - our experience - cost - our response to any RFP or initial conversations. (Brian Jensen) Understanding of your business and the business goals of the project. Understanding the larger issues that the clients are dealing with. (Meriel Lenfestey) 





� The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) published � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/TR/UAAG10/" ��guidelines for the design of accessible websites� in September 2001. � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/TR/UAAG10/" ��http://www.w3.org/TR/UAAG10/� 


� From � HYPERLINK "http://fastcompany.newmediary.com/help/rfp.asp" ��Fast Company�: An RFP is a solicitation document asking a provider to respond to the needs of the buying organization. An RFP may be used when the scope of the project or requirement is determined, but there may also be room for continued definition and exploration. It is up to the provider who responds to an RFP to analyze the buyer's needs and respond with one, or more, alternatives. The RFP may lead to an order, or continued dialog and negotiation.
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