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Planning the Content Design of Your Site

No matter if you only have one employee (you) and your company headquarters is an arm's length from your refrigerator and sink full of dishes, customers will take you seriously if your site is professional in design and contains complete and accurate information. You can either create the site yourself or hire a Web consultant with graphics experience to assist you. You may think that you need a high-end computer to develop a Web site, but this isn't the case. 

When planning the design of your site, your attention should first focus on developing a clearly defined message. The text and graphics you choose to populate your site should all support your message. Amazon.com's message, emblazoned on the top of its Home page, is clear: Welcome to Earth's Biggest Bookstore. Given this message, the Amazon.com site should make you feel welcome by inviting you to stay for awhile as well as give you the sense that you can find any book on earth (quickly) that you choose. Amazon.com delivers upon its message with numerous features and graphics. For example, you are welcomed to the site with the Win $1,000 of books, Browse, and Earn Money links (see below), and unless you don't understand the meaning of words like "2.5 million" or "Miles of Aisles," you know you have hit upon an enormous bookstore.

Your color scheme, or the collection of colors you use throughout your site, should also support your message. (Don't use psychedelic colors, for example, if your theme is traditional in nature.) Amazon.com uses predominantly black text on a white background, in keeping with how text often appears on a printed page. To make things interesting, the site uses a few additional colors as well. 

Consider asking a few people to review your color scheme before you actually implement it. You don't want customers to shop somewhere else simply because they were turned off by your choice of colors!

Planning Your Home Page

The first page customers will see when they go to your site is your Home page. Think of your Home page as the online equivalent of a brochure or reception area where first impressions are all-important. As exemplified by the Amazon.com Home page, your Home page should make customers feel welcome and provide an entry point to the other pages of your site. And it should load fast. Web users are an impatient lot. If it takes more than 30 seconds before all the fancy graphics you've built into your Home page appear on the screen, your customers will probably decide to shop somewhere else. This doesn't mean that your Home page has to be boring—it's relatively simple to create fast-loading graphics (but these steps are  beyond the scope of the current discussion). In general, you want your Home page to: 

1.
Make a good (and fast) first impression. You can accomplish this with a well thought out theme and color scheme, and by including fast-loading graphics.

2.
Provide a means for navigating your site. You can accomplish this the most easily using a Menu bar that provides links to the other areas (pages) of your site. Like Amazon.com, you will want to include the same navigation scheme on every page of your site. 

3.
Highlight the latest news. Users like to read "news" about your business. Consider including a navigation button that links to a list of press releases about you, and your company, products, and services. Amazon.com, for example, includes the About Our Store and Press Clips links in the navigation bar.

4.
Provide a means for customers to contact you. This can be accomplished with a navigation button or by including a link to your e-mail address at the bottom of the Home page. 

Planning Where to Host Your Site

An important decision to make when planning your Web site involves deciding where you will host your site, or store it. You can purchase your own computer to act as the server or rent space on another computer, either from your Internet access provider or from another company that specializes in renting out space for Web sites. You'll typically have more control over the operations of your Web site if you store your site on your own server computer. 

However, if you're running your business from a single computer and are new to the Internet, we don't recommend that you run your own server computer. It might be simpler for you to rent space for your site from an access provider for $20 to $300 per month, depending on your needs. Customers will still be able to access your business 24 hours per day, 7 days per week, and you'll have full use of your desktop machine. Also, your provider will most likely use high-speed T1 or T3 connections so that your Web pages will flow to the Internet at swifter speeds than if they were originating from your computer. A note of caution: Beware of access providers that charge you per transaction (such as a nine-cent fee for credit card purchases), by the number of "hits" your Web site generates, or by the number of megabytes served to browsers each month. 

Most of Amazon.com's computer and communications hardware is located at a single location in the Seattle, Washington area. A group of systems administrators and network managers, employees of Amazon.com, run the Web site. If the Web site experiences interrupted operation or problems with its transaction-processing systems, it is the responsibility of these individuals to fix them. Amazon.com leases space from two Internet access providers in order to obtain high-speed connections between its server computers and the Internet using multiple T1 lines.

Choosing the Right Tools

Before you embark on constructing a Web site, ensure that you have the right tools. First, you'll need a computer system on which you'll develop your Web site and support future business operations. Note that Web development doesn't require a high-end machine—you really only need a text editor for writing HTML. Below we list some general system requirements for your computer.

	PC Configuration

	Hard Disk
	4 GB or more

	RAM
	48 MB or more

	Processor
	200 MHz or more

	Modem
	56 kbps or more

	Backup drive
	Yes, preferably

	Multimedia support
	Yes, preferably


When you consider your computer system in terms of the everyday operation of your business, ensure that you have plenty of hard disk space for future software purchases and data inputs, including invoice data, personnel information, and general record keeping. You might also consider purchasing a laptop if you'll need to access your site from the road.

Planning for Commerce at Your Site

Creating an Online Catalog

How you present your product(s) can be determined to a large extent by how many products you sell. If you carry just a few products, a simple listing, perhaps in a table format, that includes the name, description and price for each product you carry might work just fine. A more interesting approach would be to use graphical representations of your products that are linked to pages containing more detailed information. With this approach, users selectively reveal more information about the products they're interested in. 

If you sell many products, consider building a search capability into your site or organizing your products into categories. Amazon.com has done both. With Amazon.com's search tools, for example, you can locate a book based on its title, subject, author, keyword, publication date, or ISBN. If you want to find out what books are available in a broader topic area, such as the topic of starting a Web-based business, you might be better off browsing through Amazon.com's categories and sub-categories until you target a book of interest.

Taking Orders and Collecting Payment

A common method for taking orders is to simply include contact information, such as your business address, phone number, fax number, and e-mail address, at the bottom of every page in your site. Customers can then use one of these contact points to obtain additional information about your products or to place an order. This method works well if your online catalog contains a few products.

If your online catalog contains many products, consider automating your transaction processing system using Web shopping carts and interactive forms. A customer can easily add products to or take products out of a virtual shopping cart prior to making the actual decision to purchase. 

Interactive forms can be quite useful when collecting customer data. For example, by incorporating error-checking into the form's input windows, it becomes possible to alert your customer if information was omitted or entered incorrectly. Radio buttons, check boxes, pull-down menus, and default values in different areas of your form work to narrow customer responses. Input windows that hide text as it is being typed, with asterisks (*) or other characters, are useful when you need customers to type in a secret code or password. 

Customers using Amazon.com's automatic transaction processing system only need to provide payment and shipping information the first time they make a purchase. This information is then stored on one of Amazon.com's secure server computers. Thereafter, the customer simply types in a password to recall the previously-entered information. After the form is processed, the system automatically notifies the customer (within 15 minutes) via e-mail that the order was received.

Security Concerns

Some of your customers may not feel comfortable about providing financial details, such as credit card numbers, over the Internet. To make customers feel more comfortable, consider giving them options such as talking to someone in order to complete the order. 

Additional methods for collecting payment involve personal checks, purchase orders, membership systems, and electronic money. But as Web authors David Cook and Deborah Sellers put it "…[E]ither trust the human or the machine. And many users who would balk at entering their number via the Internet would easily use their cordless or cellular phone, both of which are extremely open to eavesdropping." Software-based commerce servers are available which attempt to make the Internet secure for credit card transactions. Amazon.com, for example, uses Netscape's Secure Commerce Server for all of its credit card transactions, but also provides customers with the option of placing an order over the phone. In 1996, Jeff Bezos said: "When we first started a year ago, 50 percent of the people were typing their credit card number in and 50 percent were phoning it in, and now it's more like 80 percent typing and 20 percent phoning. So I think finally perception is starting to catch up with reality."

Tracking Inventory

Now that your customer has done his job by providing order and payment information, you must do your part by shipping the product quickly, and ideally, providing the customer with an e-mail notice describing the status of the order (i.e. when it was shipped). Keeping good track of inventory through the use of a database application that is constantly updated with order information will help you chart current inventory levels, so that you can replenish inventory when necessary. Amazon.com's order database, for example, is directly linked to its inventory database. Good inventory management will ensure that you have product in stock, your orders are shipped promptly, and that customer relations remain strong.

Promoting Traffic to Your Site

Establishing a Web Presence

Once your site is up and running, make sure to list it on all the major search engines and directories. Most customers will use a search engine or directory to begin a search for a specific product or service on the Internet. You can do this yourself by loading your browser and then going to the search engine or list that you want your address added to. Look on the top or bottom of the Home page for directions on submitting your address (www.yourname.com) to the list. For example, to add your site to the Yahoo search engine, go to the site (http://www.yahoo.com) and then click the How to Include Your Site link, located on the bottom of the first page. Some sites are dedicated to promoting your site for free. For example, by filling out a single form at the Submit-it site (http://www.submit-it.com), your Web site is automatically listed on a number of search engines. The over 200 search engines and directories on the Internet have also given rise to companies such as WebPromote (http://www.webpromote.com), which generate revenue from assisting businesses with this important step of establishing a Web presence. 

Another way to generate traffic to your site is to join an electronic mall such as the Internet Mall (http://www.internet-mall.com). For a $24 annual fee, the Internet Mall will include a description of your business and a link to your Web site. The Internet Mall contains links to more than 26,000 other online stores. Also, consider advertising to Usenet newsgroups with a direct interest in your product. (Note: Don't advertise to newsgroups who have little or no interest. This action, known as spamming, will guarantee that you receive a lot of e-mail telling you never to do it again.)

At some point, you may become curious about what sites have links to your Web site. One way to obtain this information is to use the AltaVista search engine (http://www.altavista.com) and then type in link: yourname.com into the search field. A list of every site that references your site will appear.

Getting Your Site Bookmarked

The ability to bookmark a Web address is a feature of your browser that enables you to go quickly to the bookmarked address, such as www.yourname.com, without having to type it in. The process of using a bookmark is similar in concept to using the speed-dial function on your telephone or executing a macro. It stands to reason that customers will only bookmark your Web address if you provide compelling content and incentives for users to want to revisit your site. Amazon.com's engaging content and personalized services have factored greatly into its high percentage of repeat customers. At the Amazon.com site, you have access to author interviews, entertaining editorial content, and synopses. As well, you have the opportunity to post reviews, discuss your favorite books with other customers, and provide feedback to authors. In short, Amazon.com's dynamic content is worth checking out every once in a while. 

Amazon.com also offers a free personalized service called Eyes. For each of your favorite authors and/or subjects, you submit an online form to Amazon.com. The Eyes automated search agent will display a list of published books that match your search criteria as well as send you an e-mail message when books that match your criteria are about to be published. Let's look at how you might use the Eyes service if your favorite author is Bill Gates.

"I am excited about your 'Eyes' program. Living in a small, fairly isolated town in North Carolina it is extremely difficult to get new books when they are released," said one enthusiastic customer. Amazon.com's Editors service, performed by human experts in more than 50 subjects, studies advance reviews and galleys to find books that might be interesting to customers. Both of these services are free. Amazon.com also holds regular contests which serve to encourage repeat visits.

Advertising Your Site

Some sites, such as Yahoo!, are visited by thousands of visitors a day. These sites often generate additional revenue through banner advertising, whereby you pay a fee (for as much as $5000) to include your own banner ad on the top and bottom of the highly-trafficked page. A banner ad typically contains a graphic that is linked to your site. By clicking the graphic, the user becomes a potential customer. As of this writing, Amazon.com includes banners on seven highly-trafficked sites including Yahoo! (see below), Excite, and CNN.

Gathering Customer Information

The more information you have about your customers, such as their specific areas of interest, the better off you will be when trying to target their needs in the future. The question now is how do you get Sam and Suzie Surfer to take a moment to provide information to you about themselves without annoying them? One method is to give the customer the option of filling out a customer survey. Perhaps include a humorous graphic on a Web page that links to a customer survey form. Make sure to ask customers for their e-mail address and if they would be open to receiving periodic information about your latest products and promotions.

Amazon.com collects information about you when you purchase products and sign up for one or more of its personalized services. In the future, Amazon.com plans to add "collaborative filtering" to its list of personalized services. This new service will collect data from customers with similar tastes and interests and then provide targeted reading suggestions.

Listening to Your Customers

By including e-mail addresses so that customers can contact you with questions, comments, or complaints, you improve the chances that customers will want to do business with you in the future. Standard e-mail addresses include info@yourname.com for general inquiries, webmaster@yourname.com for Web site inquiries, and sales@yourname.com for inquiries about products and services. Consider including contact links on the bottom of your Home page or on a separate Contacts page that your customer can easily navigate to. In Episode 2, we described Amazon.com's Send Us E-Mail link, which appears on every page of the site and provides nine additional e-mail links. Remember also that by replying promptly to messages, your customers will know that their concerns are important to you.

Site Security Considerations

Many security options are available to ensure that your Web site is secure from hackers, sometimes called Internet graffiti artists, who have enough knowledge about the Internet to access or change the files at your Web site. Make sure to talk with your access provider or system administrator to ensure that not just anybody has access privileges to your Web files. Also, consider changing the password you use to access your Web site on a weekly basis.


