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Lisa Spann owns and runs ISSL, a web design company which has produced hundreds of websites for businesses of all sizes. This book is based on her day-to-day work and the problems and questions she is faced with on a regular basis, particularly from small business owners. She has a reputation as a problem-solver, and for explaining complex technical issues in an easy, jargon-free way that people understand; and, most importantly, for defining what her customers need from their website.


Lisa is a former mentor for the National Enterprise Allowance (NEA) Scheme with the East Lancashire Chamber of Commerce, a government-led initiative that helps unemployed people with the right skills to set up their own business.
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PREFACE


This book is designed to help all small business owners to understand the basics of website design and to ensure that you – and your customers – are getting the best from your website. It doesn’t matter if you are just starting out or have been trading for some time: this book will help you have an understanding of what you need to know about a website, whether you are designing and building it yourself or employing a web design agency to do it for you.


For example:


•   Do you know if your website is compliant with the Equality Act?


•   Do you know who owns your domain name? It may not be you!


•   Do you have any idea about whether your website is working at its best for your business?


•   Can you access your website, or is it totally out of your control?


•   Do you know your front end from your back end or your CMS from your SEO?


All business owners should be in control of their own website as in many cases this is the first impression that a customer gets of you, your business and your service – and it needs to be right.


Having lots of ‘bells and whistles’ online is not always what is best for your business or your customers; you can end up wasting money and paying over the odds for a website that is simply not needed and not right for the job. Whether you are thinking of asking a family member or friend to design the website, or doing it yourself, you will need to know the basics of such aspects as search engine optimization (SEO) and how to ensure that your website complies with the relevant legal regulations, such as the Equality Act or the EU Cookies Directive.


Whoever you choose to design, build and host your website, you need to be in control since the quality of your website will impact directly on your livelihood.


Before deciding who to use to create your website, spend some time looking at your competitors’ websites and working out what they do well and where they fall down. Compare not just the design but the functionality (how easy it is to get to where you want to go); count the clicks. Look at how easy (or not) it is to contact the business; do a Google search for their services (not their name) and see where they appear on the listing.


The more you know about your competitors’ websites the more you can focus on what features/benefits your own website must (or must not) have.


The possibilities for designing and building a website are endless.


So many companies already have a web presence; indeed you may be one of them. Knowing what type of website you need – and the terminology used to describe and explain it – can get very confusing. One of the most important things to remember is future-proofing and subsequently the importance of having a content-managed website (see Chapter 1).


You will have to make lots of important decisions: for example, does your website have to be user-friendly if accessing through a smartphone, and is that what your potential customers are using? Do you want to sell your goods and services online? If you do, then you need to look at a form of e-commerce website and a whole host of associated options, including which payment gateway to use.


A great-looking website is one thing, but it must be built well to be sustainable, usable and legal.


Running your own business – in no matter what field – is both exciting and very hard work. As a business owner you are unlikely to be a marketing guru or web wizard. As such you will need to rely on other people to show you the way. The trick is to find someone who will point you in the right direction.


This book will guide you through important and, in some cases, crucial elements of designing and understanding a website, from what to ask your website designer in the first instance to who ultimately hosts it (and what that actually means). It will help you to avoid the common pitfalls that many small business owners fall into and to get the most from your website, whether you are doing it yourself or outsourcing to a specialist web design agency.


For those looking to recruit an in-house website designer, this book will give sound background information and some questions to ask at interview to ensure that the candidate really does know what they are talking about. Reading this book will give you a great overview of the subject.


Going forward it will be a useful point of reference. Although in the future technologies may change, the basic principles should remain the same.





1


UNDERSTANDING THE
IMPORTANCE OF A GOOD WEBSITE


Every business, whether large or small, needs a good, well-built website that serves the needs of its customers. An extraordinarily large percentage of the world’s population now has access to the internet, and countless statisticians have masses of data on global website usage. I have used a number of sources to put into context how many people use the internet, and this clearly demonstrates why having a good website is vital.


In 2012, over 87 per cent of the UK population had access to the internet (more than nine out of ten according to World Bank data). More detailed information about UK usage is available from the Office of National Statistics, and in February 2013 its latest report highlighted one very important point: in 2012, thirty-three million adults accessed the internet every day, more than double the 2006 figure of sixteen million, when directly comparable records began.



MAKING A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION


In many cases the first impression someone gets of you and your business is via your website. If you do not have a website then there is a good chance that your competitors will get more enquiries simply based on the number of people who go online before looking elsewhere, such as in paper-based directories or newspaper adverts. However, having a website is no guarantee that you will automatically be on the first page of Google or any other search engine, or that you will get more enquiries and therefore business from it.
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Internet users as a percentage of population1
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Internet access: household and individual2


The statistics quoted on page 1 indicate that the number of people looking online is on the rise, and that trend is not likely to reverse.



CHOOSING THE RIGHT WEBSITE


There are a number of different types of website and various reasons for a business having one. It is not always about selling online (that is just one option); more often than not it is about marketing your services to the public or other businesses. Each individual business needs to think about its end users first and foremost and what the website needs to do for them before working out the detail of the design. The main types are covered in this chapter, but one important thing to remember is that regardless of what sort of website you opt for, in virtually all cases you should ensure that it is in a content management system (CMS). Chapter 2 covers mobile-friendly websites and why these are essential, but the basic principles apply to both desktop and mobile websites.




NOTE A mobile website may be referred to as a responsive website.






CONTENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS (CMS)


A content management system is more commonly known as a CMS and is a crucial element of any small business’s website. A CMS simply allows you and your team to login and access the back end of the website to make changes as and when required without the need of web design skills. Updating news, testimonials, a gallery, contact information, opening hours and general text are all important when keeping your customers and potential customers up to date. Without access to a CMS, any changes required would need to be submitted by email to your web designer who would then quote for the work and schedule it in among their other commitments. Alternatively, if you have FTP (see Appendix 1) or similar access and understand HTML then you could do it yourself.


A good CMS will allow you to login and easily navigate around the content pages. Any content can be updated using a WYSIWYG (‘What You See Is What You Get’); this looks like a typical word-processing tool with familiar icons that you will be used to, the only difference being is that it is online. The example on page 5 shows that you can bold, underline, insert images and align with similar icons to those used in standard word-processing products.


You may have a calendar of events that needs to be updated regularly. A simple module allows you to add and type without needing to understand any code or have any technical ability. The calendar example on page 5 is taken from a local website and shows just how easy it is to add an event. It should be a case of inputting basic information and then saving.


Most CMS are free as they are classed as ‘open source’ software that allows designers and developers to create addons and work together to make systems better. The examples shown are taken from CMS Made Simple.
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A standard user-friendly website interface with a content management system
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A standard easy-to-use calendar module



A SELECTION OF CMS SYSTEMS


This is the content management software that my team uses on a daily basis for our customers and has done so for a number of years. Before making the decision to use this, we evaluated a number of content management systems including the most common ones such as WordPress and Joomla. We opted for CMS Made Simple as it is very easy to use (the clue is in the name). As designers we write in code and then drop the code into a CMS so that anyone else can make amendments via a user-friendly interface. A CMS has got to be right for the end user, not the designer (who should not need one). There are some great add-on modules for this system and free themes that can be downloaded and installed if you are looking to build your own website.


WORDPRESS


This is probably the most well-known CMS and some website designers will only use this system. This is not to say, however, that it is the best option for everyone, or the easiest to use going forward. WordPress was originally known for blogging and has developed to be one of the main web software solutions for creating blogs and websites. Once again, it is free.


There are many templates within WordPress that can be simply downloaded and if you are having a go yourself then this is a good option. If you are looking to use a website designer, however, they too may use a template and say that it is bespoke, meaning that you will not get a website designed specifically with your needs in mind: do check. From my experience, people who are not designers and have tried to update their website using this CMS tool have struggled with it for a number of reasons, such as issues with the templates selected or not understanding all the different sections. Many website designers swear by it, but then they are likely to have the necessary technical skills.


One good thing about WordPress is that so many web developers all over the world are constantly adding modules and developing it, and more and more templates are being designed to work with it. Some are free, and some you need to pay for.


JOOMLA


Millions of people use this popular content management system. Again it is free to download and is open source, thus many designers and developers create modules to work with it.


Each CMS has its own communities and support groups, with their followers swearing that their system is the best. If you are using another designer or design agency, find out which they prefer to use and why. Ask them to show you it for real and see if you will be able to use it going forward. If you feel that it is not straightforward enough, say so and ask if there are other options.




TIP Do not go with a system that you are not happy to use as this will turn out to be very frustrating and could be costly if you have to pay the designer to make changes later.






GENERAL CONTENT-DRIVEN WEBSITES


This is simply a website that carries lots of information about the company and the services it offers. These sites do not actively sell products directly to consumers via shopping carts, but encourage people to enquire further either through an enquiry form on the website or by telephoning. The majority of businesses, regardless of size, have this type of site; they provide information and may (or may not) generate income or direct enquiries for a product or service.


Some websites are informative and give credibility to a company, rather than sell a product or service. This is usually the case where the business is marketed through other sources such as networking or word of mouth, and the website acts as back-up. Equally parent companies use this kind of site to give an overview of their subsidiaries. In most cases, however, websites are intended to generate enquiries and therefore sales.


The development cost should be looked at as medium-term investment, as a good website should last a good few years (subject to any new technological advances that appear overnight). Compared to print advertising – leaflets or newspaper/magazine advertisements – a website should be far less costly and a much better investment.


HOW MUCH WILL IT COST?


This usually varies depending on the size of the site; the more pages of content, the more it is likely to cost to build. A small business with a budget of £500–1,000 plus VAT should be able (at current market rates) to get a very good website in a content management system that can grow as the business develops. You should be looking at having five pages of good content to get across what you have to say and offer, and for this £500 plus would be a very good price. Usually the price per page comes down as the number of pages goes up (assuming content pages), so £1,000 plus VAT would cover around twelve to fifteen pages.


The importance of content is covered in Chapter 6 on search engine optimization.



E-COMMERCE WEBSITES


An e-commerce website is simply a shopping website, which most people who have access to the internet will have used at some point. Many of the big high-street shops have seen a marked increase in sales via their online store; for example in early 2013, over 12 per cent of Debenhams’ sales came from the internet, and this figure is rising.3
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