Planning a website

You've gota great idea for your website, and you've discussed the overall conceptwith your web team. But
justhow do you get from concept to completon?

Lets imagine you've got a new web project in mind but haven'tyetappointed a web design team. Most
aspects of your business model have been worked out, and you've thought about most of the things your
website will need to do. Next, you need to contactyour design team.

A decent proposal

You may want to draw up a briefbefore contacting the web design team. Other people will choose to get the
ball rolling with a phone call or email. In those cases they might ask you to answer a setof questions, or fill
in a Request For Proposal form, which will provide the information they need to judge the projectscope.
This usually leads to further discussions where all parties can gain a fuller understanding of the project

The team will then be in a position o write an outline description of the site; the functionality, pages, hosting
requirements and so on. This is the 'inifial proposal, and its purpose is o allow you to assess the web
teams' understanding of your requirements.

Planning

Once the projectis signed off the web team they'll get into detailed discussion with you before moving on to
scoping (most of which happens in-house as it is often of a technical nature). They may discuss visual
design issues at this stage, but only in broad terms; its important to concentrate on the functionality of the
site at this point The culmination of tis phase is the all-important Project Specification.

Project Specification

This is quite simply the document thatdefines every aspect of the project Its a working documentwhich all
parties refer and add to during the life of the project

Programmer: 'Hey, does the user get a confirmation email when they cancel an order?'
ProjectLeader: 'Look in the Project Spec!'

It includes accurate costs, rather than the 'ballpark’ estimate from the initial proposal. Having planned the
projectoutin minute detail your web team will have a much better idea of how long all the individual
elements will take. One of the mostuseful parts of the document is the wireframes. The what? Here, letme
explain...

Wireframes

They're an excellent way to describe a website before its actually built something like the storyboards film
makers use. On the one hand they allow the client to see justwhat happens when they press a particular
bution. On the other, they show the web team's programmers exactly what to build. So you don't end up
with a website thatdoes something different to whatyou had in mind. By approving the Wireframes you're
saying 'Yes, that's how | want my site to work. Go build it." No nasty surprises.



Detailed planning

Sometimes a projectis so complex that an additional internal planning stage is required to plan te
programming of specific functional elements. It doesn't make for very exciting reading though, so lets move
on...

Usability testing 1 — proof of concept

Why testyour website? After all, your web team has spent all this tme and efforts planning it carefully
haven't they? Well, its really about protecting your investment usability issues discovered affer a site is
launched can be expensive to fix. Worse still — they may never even be noticed.

This round of testing can be carried out using paper prototy pes based on the wireframes thatwere
created earlier.

The pointis o check whether the site can be used, before its built. It tests users' ability to carry out defined
tasks (‘can they buy a product?' not 'do they like the colour?') and any problems found are fixed before
moving fo nextstage.

Visual design

Noftice how your eager web designer hasn'tactually 'designed' anyting yet? That's because web design is
notsimply about how it/ooks, but how it works.

You've discussed the look and feel of the site and you may even have provided a corporate style guide for
your designers. They will generally follow several design avenues in-house before refining their ideas for
presentation. The chosen design is then worked up and signed-off once you're happy with it

Site templates

Now they know how the site will look your web team can create the templates thatwill set the style for the
entire site. These should be tested for web standards compliance and accessibility (although most web
designers skip this importantstage) and checked using the specified web browsers.

Usability testing 2 — proof of design

For tis round of testing HTML mock-ups of the site will be used, based on the actual site design. This
checks thatany problems found in the first testhave been rectified, as well as checking that the visual
design hasn't'broken' the concept: does that flashing pink buy now' button confuse people?

All this time you will have been working away at getting all the content together, so that your web team have
the raw materials they need to build the site.

Site build

This is where your team get down o the nuts and bolts of building the website; programming pages,
functional elements (a shopping cart or user registration for example), installing and setting up databases,
turning the content you provided (eg Word files) into web content(eg HTML), optmising graphics and so on.



During this stage is the exciting pointwhere the functionality (how it works) and display (how it looks) come
together, and suddenly: you've gota website!

At this stage the site will usually be hosted on a development server where the public can't get their hands
onit; your team has got to testit first..

Acceptance testing

Once your web team is happy with the site you'll be asked to give it a thorough going over, using a checklist
to guide you through all the functional elements. This process has to cover all aspects, from how it looks
(‘are they the correctpictures?') to how itworks ('can | buy tat product in extra large?').

Along with the planning at the startof the project, testing at the end is arguably the most important partof
the whole shooting match, and you should expectyour web team to urge you fo test the site properly before
its letloose on the web.

Launch

The site is now live, but thats notall. While the content is likely to be in your hands (through a Content
Management System, for example), there are potentially two ongoing phases to consider.

The firstis maintenance; keeping the 'machine’ in working order and fixing any problems thatarise over
time. The second is development, adding new functionality and changing the look and feel of te site.

Summary
Here's a listof all the main phases for a biggish web project

= |nitial proposal
= Initial planning
=  Projectspecification, wireframes
= Detailed planning
= Usability testing 1 - proof of concept
= Visual design
= Site emplates
= Usability testing 2 — proof of design
= Site build
= Functional testing
= Launch
= Wellearned break!
Of course, notevery website requires all of these phases; some are optional, and can be included or

excluded as budgetallows. And it's certainly true thatnot all web teams follow these procedures, but those
thatdo will be more likely to getyour concept to completion with fewer hiccups along the way.



