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Introduction

This book is about communication, design, and business in the first decade of the twenty-first century. It is about fulfilling the astonishing Promise of the Web, simplifying the complex Practice of Web design, and improving the relationship of the Players—designers, engineers, and business executives—creating the Web sites we love and hate. It is about the vital changes continuing to occur in Markets and Marketing in every industry, and it is about the potential for Increasing Returns—economic, social, creative, and humanitarian—from Web initiatives driven by design.

The book is written for designers in the broadest sense of the word. Those that in any profession are charged with making sense out of data, and shaping information or matter to a purpose. This includes graphic designers, information architects, interaction and experience designers, and industrial designers. It also includes designers of software, information technology systems, marketing programs, management processes, businesses, and governments. This book then is written for everyone involved with the Web, and that means everyone.

Despite the greed, uncertainty, and despair often associated with the Web because of its perceived misuse, awkwardness, and ugliness, the impact of the Web is inescapable. It is a fact of our lives. It is almost everywhere and everyone knows it, even if they are not spending time online. Far from being over, the social, business, and political revolution promised by a global digital network has barely begun. Its influence on our institutions, economies, language, and daily activities is just beginning. With all of its problems—and there are many—the Web is the single most profound communications design effort of the twentieth century. This book is about realizing the promise of that effort—turning the creative, humanitarian, and economic potential unleashed by the Web into a reality.

In 1986, I gave a talk in Boston on computers and design for the Design Management Institute, in which I compared designers to chicken farmers. My brother-in-law, who was a chicken farmer in North Carolina, provided me with what I thought was the perfect analogy. He had, at that time, two fully automated chicken houses, into which every eight weeks 52,000 baby chicks were deposited, to be fed and fattened for the market. A computer controlled all of the feeding, watering, ventilation, and alarm systems. My brother-in-law delivered 312,000 plump birds a year, and his sixteen-year-old son ran the entire operation.

My presentation was titled, “Expanding the Possibilities of Design with a Computer,” and my point was that designers, using computers, could improve the quality of their output in much the same way as my brother-in-law. By using computers, designers could expand their creative potential and their business opportunities. Now, seventeen years later, sure enough, nearly all designers are using computers—nearly all people are using computers, even computers are using computers—and the output is prolific. There are more mailers, manuals, magazines, books, brochures, annual reports, packages, posters, e-mails, Web sites, portal sites, databases, languages, and metalanguages, than at any time in our history.

Two years ago, when my brother-in-law sold his six chicken houses, he was producing over one million chickens a year. His biggest problem: Every eight weeks it took two tractors all day to clean out the chicken shit.

It’s time for us to bring in the tractors, to go through this cleansing process. It’s time to take a look at all of the stuff we produce and ask of each new thing: Is it necessary? What value does it provide? Can it be produced in a more useful, efficient, accessible, or meaningful way? The Real Business of Web Design is about finding the answers to these questions and many more. It is about cleaning out our waste and planning our new Web initiatives to be increasingly valuable and sustainable contributions.

We are living in the global village but continue to act and speak as if we are isolated in Greenwich, Connecticut; Akron, Ohio; or Sausalito, California. We are shopping at the global mall; attending the global university; taking books out of—and putting new ones into—the global library; using the global post office; reserving our cars, buying our airline tickets, and making our travel plans on the global network; bartering our services and goods at the global bazaar; developing and producing services and goods with global partners through the network; participating in a global economy; attending the global theater; and voicing our opinions in the global political arena. Although today, many business Web sites are downloading faster, looking a little nicer, making slightly more sense than just a year or two ago, the look on most is still a veneer, too many are inaccessible to everyone, and far too many don’t work at all.

The Real Business of Web Design is about how to make Web sites work, make them friendly, useful, valuable, and accessible to people. It is about understanding the new language of business, the real meaning of brand, and the new approach to marketing necessary for success in a networked world. The book is not about the Web as a disruptive technology. It is about designing for a sustaining technology and the emerging values that come with it. The Web is not a revolution, although it appeared to be five years ago. It is just another step, albeit a big one, in human evolution. There have been reports for years about the end of humankind—research that shows how we are overpopulating the earth; how we will not be able to produce enough food to feed the people; how we are destroying the rain forest, the lakes and oceans, the air quality, and the ozone layer. There is truth in many of the statistics presented, yet we continually manage to come up with new ideas, new things that allow us to improve, preserve, and even enhance our existence. The Web is one of those things. And designers of the Web have an opportunity and an obligation to make this thing work.

The Web is about expanding human potential. And that expansion begins with the exchange of ideas. It is about human communications, and increasingly, it includes machine communications. So Web design is about creating the individual components, the infrastructure and the language for multi-level, multi-directional human and machine communication.

This book, however, is not about technology. Although it discusses several larger trends in technology, the “tech-talk” has been kept to a minimum. It makes very few references to specific computer-based tools, platforms or browsers, programming languages, or protocols. There are two reasons for this: One, this would be at least ten books if it tried to cover even the most popular tools, languages and tricks; and two, many of those would be outdated or at least modified by the time you read this. Readers who may be looking for “how-tos” regarding these issues will find better sources on the Web. Included are some of my favorites in the resources section on page 230.

Although some favorite design tools, and many useful “real-world” examples of development practices and methodologies are included, this is not a how-to book in the sense of offering details on how to code a Web site, or how to make money on the Web, or how to increase traffic to your site. Instead, the book attempts to say something about an approach to Web design and Web use that may help make the process of site development easier, and the results far more meaningful and valuable for individuals, organizations, and companies.

I was fortunate to be working with IBM in 1994 when the Web first began to be perceived as a business asset. Over the next five years, my associates and I designed and built a number of sites for IBM. We went on to design and build sites for the National Museum of Women in the Arts, the Wall Street Journal, the United Nations and a host of other companies and organizations. We also developed many integrated, Web-based marketing programs. In the process we spent a huge amount of time on the network, exploring, testing, using its resources, and we learned something about the Web. It functions like a living organism—a living system that self-organizes into greater and greater levels of complexity. As with all living systems, it is the relationships—the connections and the patterns formed by connections—of multiple components that provide expanding creative potential, business opportunities, and humanitarian benefits. The potential for fraud, corruption, loss of privacy, and authoritarian control are also extremely high. What we do with this potential, how we choose to use the Web in our business and personal lives, is up to us—each of us.

As the networked world draws us all closer together, even with the frightening world events of recent years, the possibilities for meaningful contribution by designers and the opportunities for business are greater than ever. In fact, because of the frightening recent events of global terror, corporate scandal, and failing infrastructures, our obligation is more urgent than ever. The important thing now is for each of us to respond to this obligation and help realize this golden opportunity.


The Promise

It began long before the Web originated in 1991. It was ruminating in the minds of lab assistants, librarians, and researchers in universities around the world. The notion of change, of a new world order, of utopian possibilities mixed with the risks of catastrophic disasters, both possible results of information growth and the increasing rapidity of its exchange. In this first section, we will review critical issues related to the origin and promise of the networked world brought about by the Web, and touch on the business and culture changing events of its first decade.

Social thinker Alvin Toffler rocked our world with Future Shock in 1970 when he announced the “premature arrival of the future.” He nudged us forward again in 1980 with Third Wave, a synthesis of sociological, economic, technological, and psychological “colliding waves of change.” And in 1990 with PowerShift, he foretold the rise of a new “system for wealth creation,” which would cause dramatic change in the distribution of power. “This new system for making wealth,” Toffler declared, “is totally dependent on the instant communication and dissemination of data, ideas, symbols, and symbolism.”

The following year Tim Berners-Lee, a little-known physicist, quietly released on the Internet three tools he had developed which would allow the instant communication of data Toffler spoke of. Berners-Lee had the chutzpah to name his tools, or rather the space provided by the tools: the World Wide Web. The “super-symbolic” decade that followed, as we shall see, was filled with radical change—new magazines, new books, new technologies, new rules for business, and new theories of growth. Toffler’s “waves of change” became a windstorm of economic euphoria that drove people to the edge of sanity and beyond. Web designers came out of the woodwork, business boomed, and Web consultancies became global corporations. Then the bubble popped. Fortunes were lost. Careers were destroyed. The fires went out, but the world had changed.

Now here we are. Living with what was once science fiction. A world filled with promise and fear. Berners-Lee’s vision had an impact on virtually every business and institution in America, and many around the globe. It shifted the focus of communications by businesses, educators, and politicians. It altered the time and space in which we live and work, and fractured the very foundations of cultures and societies. But the promise of the Web, as we will discover, is far from fulfilled; its exponential growth, impact, and influence have just begun.
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Linking and Thinking

Cold air hit me hard in the face as I ran out the front door on my way to pick up my daughter from her after-school program. It was February in New York and the wind was blowing. I was instantly reminded of being hit by a blast of hot air, a number of years ago, as the door was opened on our airplane, which had just landed in the desert of Doha, Qatar. It was 112 degrees and the wind was blowing. I am always amazed at the way my brain makes these unlikely, seemingly useless connections. Connections that instantly transport me through space and time.

The brain is like that. Composed of millions and millions of individual neurons which are not really connected, but have input and output devices and a simple “firing” mechanism which allow any single neuron to connect with another, or with a series of other neurons. This is how we think. It is how we create, organize, grow, interact, and participate in our world—by making connections.

The World Wide Web is also like that. Composed of millions and millions of independent documents that are not connected, but with a simple mechanism can be linked in a variety of ways, allowing viewers to expand their ability to create, organize, grow, interact, and participate in the world.

A Philosophical Change

A desire to represent this connective aspect of information was a driving force in 1989 for Tim Berners-Lee, a physicist in his mid-thirties working at CERN1 when he conceived the World Wide Web. “Inventing the Web involved my growing realization that there was power in arranging ideas in an unconstrained, Web-like way … A computer typically keeps information in rigid hierarchies and matrices, whereas the human mind has the special ability to link random bits of data.”2 The idea Berners-Lee pursued was to program computers to create a space in which they could link otherwise unconnected information. And the users of these linked documents from connected computers could become much more knowledgeable and more creative.

This approach to computers is a philosophical change from the way we generally think about computing. The principles underlying the Web are a fundamental change from the way people previously viewed and used information. A shift in the way we think about and connect with one another. A change in the way marketers think about marketing, and how businesses, institutions, and governments think about communications.

The foundation of the Web stretches all the way back to 1945 when Vannevar Bush, an engineer from MIT, head of the Wartime Office of Scientific Research and Development under Franklin D. Roosevelt, wrote an article in the Atlantic Monthly, which focused on global information sharing. He envisioned a personal, searchable machine for storing and cross-referencing microfilm documents with information “trails” which linked to related text and illustrations. His Memex machine was never built, but the concept of organizing information similar to the way the brain worked was not forgotten.

In 1965 Ted Nelson, a visionary who developed a “non-sequential writing system”3 while at Harvard, presented a paper at the Association for Computer Machinery conference in which he talked of “literary machines” that allowed people to publish documents in what he called “hypertext.” He described Xanadu, a project which would contain all of the world’s information published in hypertext, allowing the reader of one document to link out to other related documents following the reader’s train of thought. Nelson, like Bush, was too far ahead of his time. Xanadu was never realized.

Throughout the sixties and seventies, numerous other people pondered the complexities of our ability to share growing amounts of information. Several ideas in publishing and computing eventually jelled to provide the underlying structure for the concept of the Web. Historically, writers, editors, or graphic designers in publishing, would “markup” a manuscript for typesetting. This essentially told the typographer what size typefont, length of line, and how much spacing to use when setting the type. There were also marks that described page elements or the format to be used. As we progressed to word processing with electronic text, people at IBM developed this into an electronic tag known as Generalized Markup Language (GML), which gave meaning to page elements. By separating the presentation of a document from its content, GML provided a way for many people to edit, share, and reuse the text. More importantly, it was developed so multiple electronic devices could share it. The concept quickly spread within the publishing and computing industries and sometime in the mid-eighties became the Standard Generalized Markup Language (SGML).

The notions of separating content from its structure and of using names for markup elements to identify text objects descriptively—a formal grammar to describe structural relationships between objects—was the basis for the future development of the Web. Understanding the interplay of content with its context at a structural level is fundamental to grasping the “mechanics” of the Web. And as we shall see later, it is also essential to understanding the global creative possibilities of the Web.

Most of us do not think of such things when we sit at our computers. We see computers as highly organized, rigid, dumb machines that may help us accomplish certain tasks if we are patient enough to learn the procedures. Although they began as mechanical counting devices, a means of calculating or “computing” mathematically, following the information explosion of the seventies and the desktop revolution of the eighties, which was stimulated by the use of SGML, we have viewed computers primarily as information storage devices.

In the past, most of us thought all of the information on our computers were proprietary. Even if connected to a local area network (LAN) within the office, or wide area network (WAN) within the organization, “information silos” was—and to a large extent still is—the prevailing structural view. We “drill down” through a data hierarchy to find the document we want. Though an individual or a company may own some of this data, much of it is thought of as proprietary simply because of this storage structure.

Like the hierarchical management of corporations, the structure itself has a powerful and sometimes debilitating influence on the ability of a company to perform. Connections, when they can only be made in a linear fashion—up and down the command ladder—may be rational and strengthen control, but do nothing for spontaneity or creativity. Changing the structure of information expands the creative potential. As any designer knows, most new ideas arrive serendipitously. And anyone who has spent a little time on the Web—having gotten beyond the preconception that computers cannot contribute to imagination—knows it is a tremendous creative resource.

Unleashing Creative Potential

With the introduction of three simple tools, Berners-Lee changed the way we think about information. He did not ask us to give up ownership. His view was that the Web was like a market economy where anybody could exchange information with anybody, from anywhere, and in nearly any form. All that was needed for the exchange were some basic standards everyone could agree on.

The three tools he provided, which have now become universal standards are:

1.   Universal Resource Locator (URL). This is simply a method for locating documents by an address, similar to the way the postal service delivers your mail to a street number, city, state, and zip code.

2.   Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP), is a standard for how computers speak to one another.

3.   Hypertext Markup Language (HTML); a simple coding methodology—simplified SGML—that allows people to specify what a line of text may do in a document (i.e., appear as simple text, a large headline, or as a link to other text or another document).

In August of 1991, Berners-Lee placed his tools on the Internet making them available to all who were interested. This was the beginning of “information space.” The world has talked about, played with, worked with, complained about, and exclaimed the virtues of this space for over twelve years now, but the concept and its implications are still hard for many to grasp. The Web is not a “place.” It is not a “thing.” There is no central computer, single network, or single organization controlling it.

Although the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C, www.w3c.com)—a nonprofit organization founded by Berners-Lee in 1994—does provide “guidelines” for Web development, the Web is essentially an enormous, unbounded, chaotic world of information. By connecting documents from all over the world, information has not only grown; it has changed. The Web is not just providing more information; it is not only a giant library, or a new publishing medium, or a marketing method. It is what Michael Dertouzos, director of the MIT Laboratory for Computer Science, calls “a gigantic Information Marketplace, where individuals and organizations buy, sell, and freely exchange information and information services among one another.”4

Chaos theorists would call this change in information structure a “phase transition.” Something like what happens to water when it changes into ice or steam. It has not only gotten hotter or colder, it has changed fundamentally—at a molecular connectivity level. Another “phase transition” in communications was the invention of the telephone. Although not intended as such, the telephone was one of the first great idea of connectivity. Alexander Graham Bell originally thought of it as a broadcast medium, but to his surprise, the telephone provided real-time, two-way communication, a revolution in information exchange that we often overlook because we use it so frequently.

With the exception of the telephone and its forefather, the telegraph, just about all public communication channels prior to the Web were one-way streets. Radio and television broadcast information over airwaves. Newspapers and magazines broadcast via print. Most business and organizational communications, whether by public channels or private (newsletters, memos, videos, or closed-circuit TV), are essentially one-way transmissions.

The mind-set of advertisers who supported this kind of information distribution was “tell and sell.”5 Look at any print or broadcast advertising over the last 100 years and you will see one-way talk about the features, advantages, and benefits of products, services and organizations: Here is what we have, what we know, what we believe, and what we think you should also know, believe and buy. Ultimately the goal was to direct the receiver of this information to visit the “store” and make a purchase.

Much of what exists on the Web today, even after twelve years, is still following the old model, when what the Web is about is a different, totally new approach. The Berners-Lee vision was of an information space “to which everyone has immediate and intuitive access, and not just to browse, but to create … a universal medium for sharing information …”6 Sharing is the key word here. After centuries of clinging to what we have and what we know, feeling pride in the ownership of things and knowledge, protecting our knowledge in silos, it is difficult to grasp the extent of change a phase transition requires. It is nearly impossible to reverse our thinking, to open our doors and let others in.

To realize the promise of the Web we need to review everything we are currently doing in business and in our personal lives. We need to let go of many of our favorite habits, old models, best practices, and much of our current language to “make room” for new things, new knowledge, new languages, and new possibilities. As we will see in the following chapters, the real business of Web design is about broadening knowledge, enlarging our capacity for imagination, expanding business markets, creating new opportunities, saving time, reducing costs, and improving the quality of life by connecting people to people. Although most businesses on the Web have not gotten it right yet, the human desire to connect is clearly there.
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New Rules for Growth

The idea of a super-symbolic society that Toffler introduced in 1990, and Berners-Lee made possible in 1991, began slowly but became a roaring reality by the end of the century. It was hyped, pumped, fanned, and fed at every turn. This chapter reviews the highlights of this whirlwind decade, the insanity that drove economic markets, the books and magazines that drove the insanity, and some of the critical ideas that survived and continue to influence Web design.

From Little Acorns

Checking the logs in 1992 showing traffic on the first Web server, info.cern.ch, Tim Berners-Lee saw a doubling of traffic every three to four months. Starting with about one hundred hits a day in 1991, it jumped to one thousand by the summer of 1992 and ten thousand in the summer of 1993. At the same time additional servers were coming online, as well as a variety of browsers, mostly developed by students, each seeing the creative potential and adding their own features or tweaking a feature they had seen on another browser.

By 1993 there were 90,000 Web viewers and two years later there were three million. Yes, people wanted to connect, but the real explosion followed the introduction of Netscape, an intuitive pointand-click graphical browser that in less than two years helped take the Web audience to 30 million. I would like to say here that the rest is history, but what the founders of Netscape did had such a profound effect on commerce, business culture, and society that it deserves some attention. Many of the fundamental rules of business were turned on end, and the basics of a network economy, which continues to grow, were established.

It began when two young programmers, Marc Andreessen and Eric Bina, working for the National Center for Super Computing Applications (NCSA) at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, wrote the code for the first graphical browser, named Mosaic. It was launched on the Web in February 1993 and rapidly gained users from other browsers because its graphical interface was easy to learn and use. Knowing that Mosaic was oriented more as a commercial product than a research tool, NCSA seized the opportunity to portray Mosaic as the center of the Web. Meanwhile, Berners-Lee did not gain full freedom from CERN to distribute the Web protocol and code to anyone without royalty or constraint until April 30, 1993. Everyone involved saw that the Web was spreading like wildfire and power struggles ensued between different factions that wanted control or profits.

When Andreessen met businessman Jim Clark they formed the Mosaic Corporation in early 1994, hired the core Mosaic development team away from NCSA, moved to California, and to avoid all legal problems renamed the company Netscape. In just six months they released a beta version of their browser software code-named Mozilla, the Mosaic killer. Mosaic, of course, was first to the market and by the fall of 1994, while the Netscape team of developers worked around the clock to complete their new code, Mosaic had become a basic tool for three million users of the Web, accounting for roughly 60 percent of all Web traffic.

Knowing that NCSA had licensed the Mosaic code to others and that Microsoft was also developing a browser, Andreessen and Clark figured that the browsers would rapidly become commodities and their best chance at commercial survival was to conquer market share quickly. To do so, on December 15, 1994, they released Navigator 1.0 for free over the Internet. Within four months, without advertising, sales, or distribution through retail stores, six million copies of Netscape Navigator 1.0 were in use. By the spring of 1995 Navigator was used by more than 75 percent of all Web traffic, and Mosaic was left in the dust with only 5 percent of the market.

On August 9, 1995 the Netscape Corporation went public, creating an IPO frenzy that is now legend. Netscape stock opened at $28 and closed the day at $58.25. The company, which many people had never heard of, with just $16 million in revenues, and barely a year old, was worth about $2 billion dollars. Cofounder Marc Andreessen, at twenty-four years old, held shares worth nearly $60 million and his partner, veteran Jim Clark had shares worth half a billion dollars. This was the beginning of our national dot.com IPO addiction. It was also the beginning of radical change in the way businesses would develop, launch, market, and charge for new products in the future.

Winning on the Web

In November of that year, in the premiere issue of Fast Company—the magazine founded on the premise that “a global revolution was changing business, and business was changing the world”1—the Netscape story was finely captured in a feature article by Tom Steinert-Threlkeld titled; “Can You Work in Netscape Time?”2 According to Steinert-Threlkeld, Netscape time was certainly about speed, but it was also about the mind-set of “hungry young programmers” doing what they love to do. It was about a “company in overdrive” knowing what it wanted to do and doing it; a company “whose headcount, in 15 months, has gone from two to 330.” The principles of Netscape time outlined by Steinert-Threlkeld included:


Fast Enough Never Is

In the fall of 1994, Mosaic was gaining users at a rate of 600,000 per month while the Netscape developers were continuing to program. Working insane hours was imperative. “If we had been six months later,” Jim Clark would later say, “we would have been lost in noise.”

The Paranoid Predator

Even with the huge success of Netscape’s IPO, Clark said his role was to create paranoia, “to undermine the glowing publicity, subvert the evidence of success, and instill fear and urgency at all levels.”

All Work, All The Time

The Netscape team of developers worked 110, 120, even 130 hours a week, sleeping and eating at their computers in order to complete the first launch in six months. Even after the initial success the company culture required twelve to fifteen hours a day from nearly everyone.



All of this sounds too familiar to anyone involved with Web development over the last ten years. The 24/7 x 365 business world had become a reality overnight. The Web design world exploded with companies following the Netscape model, working in Netscape time.

Speed, commitment, focus, and urgency were all important to Netscape’s success, but what Netscape really did was use the Web to win business on the Web. By avoiding the manufacturing of discs, distributing over land to retail outlets, advertising to find customers—the standard “tell and sell” of the past—they reduced time to market and cost to market. Even more importantly, they built immediate relationships with their customers by allowing them to “link and think,” to download software, use it, and provide feedback on the product through the Web. The Netscape site became a forum for ideas, ideas from outside the company about improving the company’s product. Netscape 1.0 was released in December, less than three months later version 1.1 with many new features was released, and a beta version of 1.2 designed to run on additional platforms was released in another three months. As Steinert-Threlkeld says, “Netscape engineers don’t develop software; they co-develop it with their customers. The product is the process is the product.”

It is now common practice for software developers to release beta versions for free over the Internet, for manufacturing and service companies to give away basic products and services in order to drive traffic to their sites, and thereby increase sales of other products and services. This is often referred to as freeware. A more accurate label comes from Jim Clark who says, “This is not freeware, this is marketware.” The tools that Berners-Lee had provided were getting slightly more complex. More importantly, they were being used by millions of people to create a marketplace for ideas.

Less than a year after Netscape’s IPO—on April 12, 1996—Yahoo!, the search engine site that Stanford students Jerry Yang and David Filo created to keep track of their bookmarks, made headlines when its initial offering jumped from $13 to $24.50 at the opening bell, and closed at $33. At the end of the day their market cap was over $1 billion. Everyone was so crazed by the money that we nearly missed what made Yahoo! important. By comparison with Google today it would be considered crude, but Yahoo! was the first search engine that helped us find our way through the growing maze of available information.

Over thirty million computer users had access to the Web in 1996. There were 12.8 million Web hosts and half a million Web sites. This was only five years after Tim Berners-Lee made his first tools available.

The Winds of Change

By 1997 the business revolution was in full swing, “paradigm shift” had become a common phrase, and new rules for the new world were popping up everywhere. Publishers still using the old media, while attempting to understand and use the Web, were feeding the forces of change with an endless stream of new books and magazines in hard copy form, with digital versions available online. Magazines such as Wired, Fast Company, Industry Standard, Red Herring, and Business 2.0 and books such as Webonomics, Net.Gain, Killer App, and Customers.com are a few examples. Following are brief notes on just a few of the books that gave us the “rules for success” in 1997 and 1998. Some of them still apply and will be explored further in subsequent chapters.

Webonomics by Evan Schwartz, a reporter for Business Week and contributing writer for Wired magazine, gave us “nine essential principles for growing your business on the World Wide Web.”3 Three of the most important principles are still relevant and worth repeating:

1.   “The quantity of people visiting your site is less important than the quality of their experience.” To any designer worth a grain of salt, this is unbelievably obvious, yet the visitor experience today remains awful at most sites. So awful, in fact, that a whole new category of design—Experience Design—has developed. In 2000 the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) held its first special interest group on experience design. SIGCHI, the leading international group of professionals, academics, and students concerned with Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) launched the Experience Design Forum in 2002. And the first DUX (Designing for User Experiences) conference, orchestrated by AIGA, SIGCHI, and others was held in June 2003.

The issues surrounding the interface between humans and computers have been around for years. With the Web, the importance of this interface accelerated. The primary difficulty has to do with who controls the user experience. Marketers, editors, and designers continue to struggle with the idea of relinquishing control to visitors, allowing them to participate in the conversation. Often the most critical part of creating a positive experience on the Web is allowing visitors to get the information or entertainment in the form, fashion, and time each visitor wants.

2.   “Marketers shouldn’t be on the Web for exposure, but for results.” Schwartz called attention to Prudential Securities as one of the early financial sites to allow customers to set up their accounts online, check their status, transfer funds, and communicate with representatives of the company. The site was unbelievably ugly and clunky, but the thinking was certainly what the promise of the Web is about. Today this is common practice (though frequently not well done) with nearly all major financial service companies, many retail stores, manufacturing companies, and some professional service firms. However, a surprising number of major corporations, middle market and smaller companies still have “brochureware” sites, brandishing their image but not providing for transactions, not allowing for two-way communications. This is like putting beautiful signs on the front of your building or enticing window displays but never opening the door.

3.   “Consumers must be compensated for disclosing data about themselves.” Although many people give up more information about themselves offline than they do on the Web—by using credit cards and supermarket or retail outlet discount cards—most at least think they are getting a bargain in the process. This was Schwartz’s real point: People (not consumers) on the Web must be treated with respect. Any transaction has two sides and they both should benefit.

Net.Gain by John Hagel and Arthur Armstrong, former McKinsey & Company consultants, was a “must read” for corporate marketing executives in ’97 and ’98. Hagel and Armstrong saw the connectivity happening at The Well, an early online community of thinkers at the crossroads of technology and culture, as a “kernel of a fundamentally new business model.”4

Their concept was to use the purely social phenomenon that was happening on the Web—virtual communities being formed by people gathering to discuss what they were passionate about—as a guide for corporations to create and manage a “virtual community as a commercial enterprise.” The concept is not without merit, and many of the recommendations of Hagel and Armstrong are valid. The reality was another story. Many “corporate-sponsored communities” failed because visitors correctly perceived them as just another profit-making scheme. Balancing the profit motive of the commercial enterprise with the passions of a community requires one essential ingredient—trust.

Customers.com by Patricia B. Seybold, founder of the Patricia Seybold Group, a business technology-consulting firm in Boston, certainly appeared to have the focus right. The subtitle is, “Make it easy for your customers to do business with you.”5 A critical point that is even truer today than when it was written. Unfortunately, the language of most of Seybold’s case studies focuses on the customer through the eyes of the company and their technology investments rather than the eyes of the customer. Companies should never talk about “owning the customer’s total experience.” Customers are not slaves. Although the book is filled with this language bias, it was widely acclaimed for its knowledge of how to build profitable business on the Web.

Magazines also fanned the fires of change with breathless urgency. The February/March 1997 issue of Fast Company provided “The Startup Manifesto” on its cover: “Quit your Job, Work Your Butt Off, Screw Up.” Then in April/May it was the “CHANGE” issue with articles like: “Anything, Anywhere, Anytime” by Net visionary Michael Saylor, and “Brainstorming the Future,” a review of Xerox’s famed Palo Alto Research Center.

Unquestionably the most unique voice and one of the most provocative was Kevin Kelly, editor of Wired (1993), the first technocentric publication that rapidly became the guiding light for early Internet users and, as some readers thought, pushed the concept of the future to the level of science fiction.

In 1998, building on his Wired article from 1997, Kelly produced his book, New Rules for the New Economy: 10 Radical Strategies for a Connected World. “This book is a shock to the system,” the Wall Street Journal said, “Practically everything you ever learned from that back-breaking economics text is going out the window … .”6

What Kelly said, in a nutshell, is that the new economy “has three distinguishing characteristics: It is global. It favors intangible things—ideas, information, and relationships. And it is intensely interlinked.”7 As we will discover, what many have called the “information economy” is in the digital world, a communications economy. Communication is not just part of the economy, but as Kelly says, “Communication is the economy.” The rules he went on to provide, the language they were presented in, and the thinking behind them were nothing short of breathtaking. “Embrace the Swarm, Follow the Free, Feed the Web First, No Harmony, All Flux.” They were lyrical, emphatic, empowering. They stirred the independent spirit and begged for participation in this now, clearly obvious, boom economy.

Webmania

By late 1998, everyone was clamoring to be on the Web or be a Web consultant. Why? Because it was easy, just learn the basics of HTML—the rules were available from the books and magazines mentioned, as well as many, many more. It was hot! Major corporations, nonprofit organizations, long-standing institutions and start-up Web-based businesses could not get there fast enough. And it was financially rewarding—venture capital was flowing like a ruptured fire hydrant. There were over a million Web sites, 300 million pages with 1.5 million more being added daily. Internet traffic was doubling every one hundred days.

The pace became so intense it drove people to the edge of sanity. One afternoon in the spring of 1999 my receptionist paged me, “You have to help me,” she said. “There’s a guy on the phone screaming and swearing so much I can’t understand him. He is so busy calling me names I can’t figure out who he wants to talk with.” I picked up the phone and immediately recognized the voice of a young “entrepreneur” who had retained us just two months earlier.

At the time of his first call he had just named his business and was still working at desk space in his Venture Capitalist’s (VC’s) office. His plan had been approved for an initial round of $3.5 million in venture capital and he needed all the business start-up basics: branding, business communications papers, a marketing folder to take to a trade show, a trade exhibit, and a small Web site that would both demo the business model and rapidly grow to become the transaction center of his business. He had purchased his URL and hired an assistant who was interviewing future employees while he searched for office space. In order to meet the deadline given by the VC he needed all of his materials in eight weeks. With some reservations, but with money upfront, we took the assignment.

It was now the seventh week. He had signed a lease on space, installed phone lines, purchased furniture, and hired over thirty people. We had developed the logo and key positioning documents. The business papers and the marketing brochure were to be delivered in two days from the printer. We were in the final testing stage of his initial site. “Just stop it!” he yelled. “You’ve got to stop everything immediately!” he was screaming. After several minutes of listening to his rants, I finally got to the heart of the problem. Although he owned his URL, he had failed to have his lawyer clear ownership of his business name. He did not own it, and even worse, he could not buy it from the people who did. Webmania was in full bloom.

The freneticism was not limited to “young entrepreneurs.” Mom and Pop investors, day traders, experienced corporate executives, Wall Street analysts; all were caught up in the swirling “boom economy.”

In June of the following year, I received a call from the director of marketing at a Fortune 500 company with whom I had worked for a number of years. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said, “I quit my job.” I didn’t believe it. She had been with this company for fifteen years, was highly respected and highly paid. “I’ve joined a dot.com,” she went on. “They offered to match my salary plus I have tremendous stock options. You are going to have to help me. I just started this week as the Brand Steward, and these people really need help. They don’t even know what brand means. I’m scared to death, but you know at my age, I figured I can do this and if it doesn’t work out, I’m still young enough to get back in.”

Nine months later she lost her job. A few months later the company was gone. She was out of work for the next sixteen months. Even as the press continued to herald the new economy, it had begun to falter.
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After the Bubble Burst

The logic that drove ordinary people to sell their businesses, mortgage their homes and invest their life savings in slips of paper representing future flowers in Holland between 1634 and 1637 came to be known as “the greater fool theory.” By any conventional measure, it is absurd to pay thousands of dollars for a tulip bulb. However, as long as there is one greater fool somewhere prepared to pay more, doing so is logical.

On February 2, 1637, Tulipmania, a speculative frenzy that sucked people from all walks of life into its whirl, came to a halt. On that day, the florists gathered in a tavern college of Haarlem, Netherlands, the capital of bulb trade, and began their auction as usual. “A florist sought to begin the bidding at 1,250 guilders for a quantity of tulips … finding no takers, he tried again at 1,100, then 1,000 … and all at once every man in the room—men who days before had themselves paid comparable sums for comparable tulips—understood that the weather had changed.”1 Word spread rapidly across the country that there were no buyers and within days tulip bulbs could not be sold at any price. “In all of Holland a greater fool was no longer to be found.” Within months hundreds of people had lost fortunes.

The Results of Wind Trade

Tulipmania had nothing to do with the beauty or practicality of tulips. This was a frenzy of purely financial speculation. So, too, was the dot.com frenzy that helped to drive the Nasdaq Composite Index—the technology-stock bellwether in the United States—to its all-time high of 5,047 on March 10, 2000. It took only four months to soar from 3,000 past 4,000 to this new record. On March 11, the weather changed. The Nasdaq fell 25 percent in the next 30 days. It closed the year down 65 percent, and has been struggling to see 2,000 ever since. The greater fools lost a fortune.

In the eighteen months prior to the crash, a number of high-profile Web consulting firms had gone public, including iXL, Organic, Rare Medium, Razorfish, Scient, Sapient, US Interactive, and others. With their dot.com focus and alleged Internet expertise, they had made the hot list of highly respected investment firms. When the market fell, the funding to dot.coms disappeared, and the consultants were caught short. “We were geniuses six weeks ago,” Christopher Lochhead, chief marketing officer at Scient said in a CNET article on September 27, 2000. “And we’re idiots now.”2

Quickly they shifted their marketing focus to large corporate clients. It was too late. Major corporations, having spent fortunes in the previous few years on portal sites, multiple B2C and B2B sites, and Intranets—many of which produced little to no returns—had already slashed their IT budgets. The change had come much faster than anyone expected.

Many of the Web consultancies had started only a few years earlier. With little more than two engineers, a few computers in a small office, and VC funding, they rapidly acquired other development firms, graphic design firms, and industrial design firms; growing to global operations with offices around the world, thousands of employees and hundreds of millions of dollars in revenues. The premise was, “It’s a new day that requires a new strategy; a digital strategy. You guys (the suits) don’t understand the Web and we (the developers) do. Therefore we will advise you on your business strategy. (A major leap of faith!) And, by-the-way, it will cost you a huge amount of money.” Millions of dollars were being charged to corporate clients for Web initiatives, and hundreds of thousands to dot.com start-ups.

The IPOs from the consultant companies followed the skyrocket fashion of Netscape and Yahoo! turning young developers into millionaires overnight. The media gobbled up the press releases of these firms and spit back stories of fabulous parties, new cars, and the glamorous lifestyle of young high-tech entrepreneurs. The fact that their costs were exorbitant, their work questionable*, and their profits nil, did not seem to matter. For client companies accustomed to detailed planning and project management, the culture and practices of the consulting firms were a shock, but the old standard of “ready, aim, fire” had long since given way to the new rule, “fire, aim, ready.”

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The Real Business of Web Design

John Waters

2

ALLWORTH PRESS.
NEW YORK





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The real business
of web design

John Waters





