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Have You Got What It Takes?




All Things Web

Developing web-based technology for your
business is becoming increasingly important
in the digital age. A website can be a
powerful tool for promoting a small business,
whether you are providing information about
your business (e-marketing), or trading
online via e-commerce.

This guide covers the design, management
and maintenance of a website for your
business; increasing the flow of traffic to
your website; and setting up an online store.

Design, Management and
Maintenance of Your Website

There are a few key questions that you
should be asking yourself before you launch
into designing your own website. Do you
want to do it yourself or outsource to a
professional? How are you going to keep on
top of maintenance and keeping your site
fresh? Where will your website be hosted,
and by whom? This section of the guide
aims to run through the options available to
you when setting up a website.

Why a website?

A website’s success is dependent on
developing a detailed project plan to clarify
the objectives for the site. For example, will
your website be used as part of the
marketing strategy for the business? What
information will you put on there? Beyond
displaying contact details and a basic outline
of what you do, you may consider other
information; for example, news updates or
summaries of previous work with client
testimonials to ensure continuous traffic
(see “Increasing Traffic” section).

What are the functional requirements of the
site? Customers demand much more
content that the traditional “online business
card” that was previously the norm. Make a
list of requirements for the website, such as
whether downloadable content is available,
interactive features or a portal to buy
products and services, and produce a basic
storyboard indicating how you visualise the
finished site. Not only will this help you pin
down what you can offer, but also help with
the design of your site.

Build

Designing and implementing a website
yourself is only really feasible if you possess
substantial technical skills and the
necessary software. You will need basic
HTML knowledge, and fluency in other
programming languages such as CSS, Java
and XML. The software packages you will
require are costly to buy, at £200 a go for the
cheapest and simplest such as Microsoft
Expression.

An alternative way that requires only very
basic knowledge of the Internet is to
purchase an off-the-shelf template. You
would need to adjust the template layout
and add text relevant to your own website.
Templates are available from most web
hosts and Internet Service Providers, and
can be bought from suppliers such as
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TemplateMonster
(www.templatemonster.co.uk).

The most expensive method is hiring a
professional website designer. It is also
likely to deliver the best results. Web
designers look at your business
requirements and how the website fits into
your wider strategy, in line with your
business objectives. Costs can range from a
few hundred to several thousand pounds.
There are a number of databases available
with UK website designers to search from,
such as the UK Web Design Association
(www.ukwda.org) or the Web Design
Directory (www.web-design-directory-
uk.co.uk).

Maintenance

It is essential that once your site is up and
running, you know how you are going to
update it to keep it fresh, supply any new
details about your business or alter the
layout. This is time consuming and requires
technical knowledge; however, if you do not
regularly change the content you risk losing
readers bored with what's available.

Asking a professional to continuously make
small changes to a site is expensive. You
therefore need to make sure you can make
ongoing, simple changes to the website.
Using programmes such as Adobe
Contribute enable you to change the site
without having any knowledge of how it was
initially built. Alternatively, you could have
sections that are easy to change, such as
online blogs.

Testing

Prior to launch, it is important to ensure your
site works in a variety of Internet browsers,
including Internet Explorer, Firefox and
Safari (you can test this using the
AnyBrowser tool, www.anybrowser.com).

The website should also be checked daily to
ensure there are no technical problems
preventing visitors from accessing content.
All the links, images and colour schemes
should be checked at regular intervals.

Checking site statistics is a good way to
understand how many visitors you have to
the site, how long they stay on the site and
which pages they visit. This helps to identify
popular features and what changes may be
necessary in the future.

It is also worth checking the site’s “uptime”,
which is the amount of time the website has
been available. This should be close to
100%. By choosing an Internet Service
Provider (ISP) that specialises in hosting
business websites, you can guarantee your
site is professionally maintained.

Domain Names & Hosting

Websites must have a registered domain
name, hosted on a server with access to the
Internet. To get a domain name for your
website, you can register them online for a
price, though the companies that offer this
vary markedly in price. You can check the
availability of your preferred domain name at
www.nominet.org.

However, a large proportion of small
businesses opt for using specialist web
hosting companies to host their website.




Typically on a shared server, you will pay a
fixed monthly or annual sum based on the
amount of disk space the website needs and
the bandwith required to access the site by
you and your customers. Hosting
companies offer a number of services,
including network monitoring, reliable
security and back-up options to protect your
data.

If you expect a high number of visitors, you
may want to opt for your own server or your
own dedicated host server, though both
these options are costly.

Increasing Traffic

There are several methods for increasing
the number of people who visit your website
on a daily basis. These are summarised
below:

The Buzz

Word of mouth is a powerful tool. Tell
everyone — current and future customers —
about your website, and include the URL in
all your marketing materials. It should also
be included in all distributed material such
as letterheads, business cards and even
your e-mail signature.

You can also advertise your website in
online directories run by your trade
association or local Chamber of Commerce,

and national business directories such as
the Yellow Pages are also a useful resource.

Fatal Attraction

include things that will attract your audience
to the website. There is no point in shouting
about the website if the material on there is
dull or irrelevant to the service you are
offering. Engaging, dynamic content will
encourage people to come back to your
website, recommend it to others and even
improve your ranking in search engines.
You could include:

- Interactive items such as diagnostic
tools, polls or forums.

- News feed.

- Topical or educational features
related to your sector; how-to guides.

- A Dblog highlighting important
company news, views and issues.

- Links to useful websites.

Ergonomics

Your site should be usable and easy to
navigate. If customers find it difficult to read,
or can't understand how to use its features
(such as purchasing products online), they
will not return for a second visit.

Text needs to be concise, simple and
friendly; it should be broken down into small
paragraphs (maximum 3-4 sentences) and
separated by bullet points or pictures (which
should load quickly!) Long pages should
have links to each section at the top of the
page, and “back to top” buttons throughout.

A good way to test the ergonomics of your
site is to get customers to experiment with it.
Design a series of tasks that test every
aspect of your site.




Engineer

Search engines automatically add sites as
their “spiders” crawl the Internet. These are
robots that identify and index websites.
Spiders start from a central point, such as a
homepage, and follow hyperlinks to other
pages, gathering information. However, it
can take between one and six months for
this indexing to occur effectively. It is
therefore important to be proactive, and
submitting your website to search engines
and web directories is one way to do this. It
can be done for free on most search engines
by typing your URL into the “Suggest a site”
or “Submit a site” option. You can speed up
the process by paying, though there is no
guarantee that your website will be highly
ranked. Web directories are often free, and
only require registration to get your website
listed (visit Directory Pages, www.directory-
pages.com for an example).

Search Engine Optimisation

Search engines are one of the main routes
through which people find your website. It is
really important to use keywords that will
help engines find and rank your site, not only
in the main text, but also in the titles and
meta-tags (in the HTML code). For example,
a men’s clothing website might include
words such as “trousers”, “shirts” and the
names of niche brands they cater for in their
website or meta-tags. There are tools
available to check the popularity of
keywords for your own particular business,
such as www.wordtracker.com.

Pay-per-Click

Many websites use a pay-per-click
advertising campaign, which directs traffic to
your website through a sponsored link in a
search engine. In some of these cases, you
only pay if someone clicks on the link and is
directed to your page. These links appear in

a sidebar column or above free listings when
people search for a particular keyword.

Link

An innovative way to increase traffic to your
website is to request an inserted URL from
related, but non-competing, websites. If you
have a high number of incoming links, the
website will be ranked higher in search
engines. For example, a bookstore may
request links from the website of a travel
agency, offering a wide range of travel
guides.

Connect

Creating an affiliate programme is a popular
way to increase footfall to a website.
Affiliates place a link to your website on their
own site; they then earn commission when
visitors they have sent through to your site
purchase a product or service. The most
prominent example of this is Amazon, the
online bookseller. The affiliate network is a
good place to start research for this
(www.actualaffiliate.com); these are
businesses that help start-ups to find affiliate
partners.

E-newsletter

An effective, economical way to keep




up to date with your latest news and
promote your website is to start an online
newsletter, delivered on a regular basis. The
e-newsletter could keep people up to date
with latest competitions, news and events
on your site. This is a good way to generate
word of mouth referrals.

Some businesses write e-zines containing
articles relevant to the sector, which contain
a short blurb about the business and a link
to the website.

The Customer Is Always Right

One way to encourage interactive
discussion and feedback about your
business as a whole is to use the website to
communicate with your customer. Creating
an online community via forums or message
boards generates interest and repeat
visitors to your site; it creates a bank of
opinions, and can also act as a useful
source of customer feedback. Another
option is to create a dedicated feedback
form or e-mail address that will solely
discuss issues surrounding your business.

Encouraging communication with your
customers is all well and good, but
responding to their concerns and queries
will make them more likely to return.

Setting Up an Online Store

The increasing prevalence of broadband
internet access in the UK has led to a
greater presence of web-based stores and

the ability of the consumer to trade online.
This section looks at the measures you must
go through before starting to sell products or
services over the Internet.

Budget

Typically, businesses budget for design and
set-up costs of a website, but forget to
include  ongoing maintenance  and
development costs, which inevitably drive
costs upwards. When setting up a website,
it is important to remember that not only do
you have to pay for domain registration and
software to set up your site, but also
maintenance support, transaction fees
(including refunds), advertising costs (e.g.
pay per click) and security certification,
which needs to be renewed on an annual
basis.

E-commerce software

Off-the-shelf variants range from a few
hundred pounds to several thousand. The
huge variety available means you should
apply careful selection criteria to choose the
right software for your needs. Typically,
though, e-commerce software contains a
range of common features, including an
easy-to-search catalogue, simple processes
by which customers can place an order and
arrange delivery, and a function enabling
customers to track and cancel orders.

Publications such as PC Magazine have full
listings of available software.

Paying Online

There are 3 main ways to accept payment
online, and you will need to decide which is
best suited to your business.

Online card payments — processing online
payments requires your business to have




signed up for an Internet merchant service
and a payment service provider (PSP). The
acquiring banks can pick up the input details
and authorise the payments accordingly.

Payment bureaux — provides a simple and
easy to set-up solution to taking payments
online. However, funds can take a long time
to clear (between 28 and sixty days), and
bureaux charge higher commission than
acquiring banks for their service.

Despite this, payment bureaux offer the best
starting point for trading online for small
businesses; they accept most businesses
with an existing business bank account and
an address to confirm their identity. They
collect from both credit and debit
cardholders, using their own acquiring
service on your behalf. They are also
approved by all major banks, and offer total
security.

Examples of payment bureaux in the UK
include Netbanx (www.netbanx.com) and
Paypal (www.paypal.co.uk).

Secure order forms — the cheapest method
to collect payment, this requires the
customer to fill in a form on your website and
send it directly to you by e-mail. However,
this system has several drawbacks,
including a lack of security in open e-mails
containing card details; also problematic is
the clumsy nature of the system, requiring
separate forms for each purchase from your
site. Security can be introduced by using
shopping cart software that allows credit
card details to be transmitted securely by
e-mail.

Vendors must still have a standard
merchant account and a Chip and Pin
machine to process the payments.

Secure order forms are therefore not the
recommended option for the majority of
small businesses.

Product Directory

Each product or service on your website
should be clearly defined. Each product
should have a clear name, price (extra costs
such as VAT and shipping should be clearly
marked), description of benefits and
relevant images. It is important that these
are checked, not only for accuracy, but also
for mistakes in spelling, punctuation and
grammar, as this will remove from the
otherwise professional feel of a site.

Official Information

It is important to communicate to the
customer that any personal information
transmitted by your site is safe. If you collect
information about people visiting the site
through cookies, for example, this must be
prominently displayed on the website.

Customers must be made aware of the
terms and conditions of sale; for example,
payment terms, product guarantees/
refunds, arrangements for delivery and the
cancellation policy. Publishing a “Terms and
Conditions” in a prominent section of the site
is a good way to do this.

Supply & Stock

Do you have the resources to process




orders as they come in? This includes
adequate stock volume and staff to package
and deliver the produce. It may be useful to
flag availability and the date when more
produce becomes available on your website.

Delivery

Packaging and delivering goods will
inevitably affect the price you are able to
guote. The delivery options need to be
flexible enough to suit the customer and
appropriate to the goods being sold.

Customer Support

Online customers expect round the clock
support. You must either: provide a contact
number for customers; an FAQ section to
answer queries outside normal business
hours; set up an auto-response e-mail,
detailing the query has been received and
will be dealt with in “x” hours; use instant
messaging software on the website to
communicate directly with customers as
queries are raised (though this requires
almost total staff coverage); or publish
technical guidance or material on the
product itself.

Post-sales support is also vitally important,
S0 you should provide ways for customers to
log feedback and discuss problems with the
product delivered to them. Letting
customers know what level of post-sales
support is available to them is a good idea.

About VC Consulting

VC Consulting is a full-service business
consultancy firm based in Birmingham. The
company specialises in providing support to
pre-start, start-up and micro businesses, in
the areas of finance, marketing and
business planning. VC Consulting aim to
offer cost-effective support, where we will
facilitate you with all the resources you need
to make a success of your business.

If you would like more information about how
we can help please contact us at:

VC Consulting
Branston Court
Branston Street
Birmingham

B18 6BA

Tel: 0121 551 2555
Fax: 0121 551 2141

www.vc-consulting.co.uk




