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Optimising Your Website
The internet is certainly not a new entity, with a vast number of websites available and most people having access to the web either at work or home. But if it’s not something new, why is there such a huge difference in good websites, which encourage you to visit again and again, and extremely bad websites that just have you clicking away? If you are considering going online, or want to improve your current website, there are a number of things you need to take into account.
Preparation is Key
The most important phase in creating a website is the planning stage. You need to take time to consider what exactly it is you want this site to do, what kind of an impression you want to give, to whom is it targeted at and how it ties in with your overall business objectives. 
A great place to start is by looking at what competitors are doing online. Have they a presence? What information are they giving out? What image do they portray? What are businesses in similar sectors doing? What can I do better with my website?
Consider
1. What are your objectives for the site?
What do you want to achieve with this website? Why are you going online? Is it simply an online company brochure or will customers be able to buy online? What other customer services could you make available? 
2. Who is your target audience?
Is it aimed at customers, staff, distributors, investors, resellers, opinion leaders and / or the general public? Each audience will have very different information needs. 
3. What content do we need? 
Consider what content will interest your target audiences. Do you need to include a corporate profile, information on products & services, customer service support, resource centre, e.g. links to white papers and a news area? 
4. What functionality is required?
Should customers be able to order online? Should you have a live chat room? Is there a need for automatic reply forms?
5. How can you develop customer loyalty?
It is important to make the site as ‘sticky’ as possible. Think about how you can get people to visit regularly? Is there timely information you can provide that target audiences would be interested in, e.g. weather reports on tourist websites?
6. What ongoing maintenance is required?
Consider how often the site needs to be updated and who will take responsibility for it. Will it need to be reviewed daily, weekly or monthly? Who will do this? Is someone regularly tracking what competitors are doing online? Do you have a maintenance agreement with your web designer or would it be better to invest in a content management system, giving you the ability to update the site when you need to?
7. Anticipated budget 
It is important to consider how much have you to spend before you start the project as this will impact hugely on the level of content you will be able to include, the graphic design and overall site functionality.
8. When will you be ready to go online?
Set yourself a deadline and stick to it!
Be User Friendly
Remember the following if you want your site to be a friendly place to visit…
· Give users what they want, not what you want. Do some market research beforehand and ask target audiences what they would most like to see and what they believe would be of use to them 

· Make the site easy to navigate – remember 2 / 3 clicks good, 4 or more clicks bad! 

· Don't overdo the graphics. Keep the download small. People will not sit in front of a computer screen for anything more than a few seconds, waiting for information to download – they will just click to something else. 

· Present information when it's needed and structure it carefully 
Keep the look consistent 

· Update information - One of the top cardinal sins is leaving out of date information on a website. Have you ever visited a site that has an announcement for an upcoming seminar dated 5th May 2002?! What impression does this give to you about this company? Certainly not a positive one! 

· Allow visitors to provide feedback either via email or through an automatic reply form 

Marketing Your Website
A state-of-the-art website is not enough to get people clicking to visit. A website must be marketed properly.
· Consider complimentary sites with which you could share reciprocal links, e.g. a neighbouring restaurant and theatre. Could we do a link exchange or banner advertisements? Would we get value from paid banner advertisements? 

· If people are to find you online, without knowing your website address, your details must be submitted to search engines, directories and industry-specific directories. Some of these listings are free, while other sites charge for preferential listings. 

· Where else can we advertise our website address? Is it printed on our business cards, letter paper, flyers, company vans, etc? 

The internet has become an integral part of our everyday lives – whether it’s searching for information on new products or booking a weekend away. Are you making the most of it? 
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