Chapter 1: Introduction

Background and sign-posting

“Information is only valuable to the extent that it is structured. Because of the lack of structure in the creation, distribution and reception of information, the information does not arrive where it is needed and, therefore is useless

Koniger and Janowitz (1995 cited Rowley and Farrow, 2002, p.3)

The Internet began its life in the early 1960’s and for many years remained a vehicle by which academics and researchers could communicate with one another and store numerous information files, and although it is growing fast we must remember that its very foundations lie in decades of electronic publishing. “The web came from researchers interested in creating searchable databases out of simple pages of text” (Veen, 2001, p.15)

In 1974 Bob Khan and Vint Cerf instigated the publishing of a paper on Internet protocols. During the early 1980’s there was hardly any distinction between the producers of online content and the people that used these pages. The emergence of graphical hypertext from Applemac provided systems for personal computers that helped to increase the Internet hosts to 10,000 in 1987.

By the 1990’s the world had seen a number of developments that would change the way the Internet worked and how information would be accessed completely. Tim Bernard-Lee, working alongside his contemporary researcher Mike Sendal, created a simple hypertext system that would enable documents to be linked to other documents either on the same computer or on another computer anywhere else in the world. In 1991 HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) was released and by 1992 the number of Internet hosts had risen to 1,000,000.

The late 1990’s saw the development of browsers and recommendations for cascading style sheets and XML (Extensible Markup Language) giving way to a mammoth rise in Internet hosts to 75,000,000. Text based browsers were originally used to gain access to information but now with the introduction of graphical browsers access is available not only to text but graphics, sounds and movies “ a truly global hypermedia system” (Knight, 1999, p.42).

Historically we have seen that the Internet has been an academic network, but business use is exploding. This rise has produced one of the most dramatic changes in the short history of computing – the Internet it is no longer an elite network for communications. 

Each business whether it is a SME (Small to Medium Enterprises), Large Business or indeed a Government Department, recognises that Internet presence is essential for the promotion of their services, regardless of whether they are selling electrical items or public services to citizens. Together with the huge numbers of potential customers, the Internet allows a new outlet for advertising, a new channel for distribution, a wealth of customer service information and efficiency savings made from reduction of staff and lower advertising costs. Direct marketing is another important aspect of a business website along with electronic commerce and market research and planning. However it is very important that we ensure that the Internet is used effectively and does not introduce additional problems such as disruption to work or security risks.

We have entered a new era and are witnessing an exceptional transformation in the way communication and learning are delivered. With the enormous expansion of the Internet has come the growth of the Intranet. These networks are created for staff within a company and provide communication and ways of disseminating the vital information they need – Intranets are often described as the company’s central nervous system.

Intranets are likely to contain information on the management structure, telephone/address directories, procedures and guidance documents, strategies and plans, statistics, newsletters, bulletins and training opportunities. Savings can be made both in time and effort, as well as cost, with the provision of an up to date Intranet site. This would allow employees to access relevant information, as and when they 

need it, rather than filing in-trays with printed documents that may have a very short life span (e.g. strategies and plans).

This study aims to identify those aspects of the web, which result in the affirmation that specific websites are indeed professional. This study will begin by investigating the processes needed to actually start on the web project, looking mainly at planning your website and allocating roles to the team who will eventually be responsible for the building of the site.

The actual look and feel, the identity of the website will be addressed next. Here the study will throw some light on the importance of consistency and the importance of addressing your target audience’s needs.

The processes behind building the site will be the next consideration and the study will try to identify the most important ways to attack the issues of accessibility, navigation, construction and usability.

The next area to be examined will be that of the content. Here the project will look at issues concerned with ‘Plain English’, other languages, presentation and minimum content requirements.

Lastly the study will address those problems around managing the website, which is often an area that many website owners fail to address, simply because they are unaware if its significance.

This study will also involve collating a research project initiated in 2002 to evaluate the reaction and impact upon Social Service employees to a newly created interface for the Public Service Intranet site.

Literature review

For ease of use the following literature review has been divided into subject areas.

Setting the groundwork

Planning is essential in the creation of a good website and both Taylor (2005) and Barrett et al. (2001) agree that this phase should be used to get a clear picture and understanding of the intended users and uses of the site. Once the content, goals and target audiences have been defined, the areas of structure, style and navigation can be addressed.

Barrett et al. (2001) looks at web teams and proclaims that a good website owes its success to the hard work of more than just one person. Each person within the team will have individual responsibilities for creating the site thus ensuring that the overall design manages to capture the imagination of the intended audience, enabling the site to be interactive and intuitive. Barrett et al. (2001) and Veen (2000) endeavour to define the roles necessary when thinking of setting up the website design team, ensuring that these roles work in conjunction with one another. Communication and teamwork are seen as priorities to the successful building of a well-organised, user friendly site.

Veen (2000) agrees that the success of a website can be attributed to teamwork and sites the following main roles: Designers – those people who provide the pictures, Architects – the people who provide the words and Engineers – those people who provide the code

However Barrett et al. (2001) also recognises the additional roles of Project Managers, Client Representatives, Technology Researcher Production, Systems Administrator, Focus group Co-ordinator and Web page Publisher/Editor

It is demonstrated in Veen (2000) that the ideal model for the web at large, i.e.

· Presentation - the visuals that are used to introduce the organisation

· Structure – intuitive organisation for understandable user friendly pages

· Behaviour – the functions and interactions of the intended users

can be used for both the sites we build and the teams that build them.

Identity

Consistency in the area of presentation can be a particular challenge for large organisations where there are a number of different websites published, i.e. the numerous sections within the Social Services Department. Rowley and Farrow (2002) suggests that a corporate image needs to be determined and adopted throughout the site, it is essential to remember that the web promotes access to worldwide communications.

Vandome (2002) highlights three main types of sites and shows how the design and style of the site should vary in their manner consistent to their intended audience.

· Personal sites – designed and styled entirely by the individuals’ choice, this can cause extreme differences in quality. It is suggested that when designing research should be undertaken to define ideas that would perhaps be best left out

· SME’s – these sites are intended to promote their business and to supplement their ‘real-world’ operations

· Large Business sites – these are usually professionally multi- channelled designs containing a variety of different topics like the sites of Yahoo and BBC

Building the site

Vandome (2002) states that it is often a considerable task to try to ensure that web pages are compatible to the various on-screen access readers to enable disabled people to have better access to the website information. Vandome (2002) also suggests that good designers will make their site easily accessible but believes that it is far more important for corporate websites than individual personal websites. However, he points out that websites could be liable, under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, if the pages are not accessible to people with disabilities.

Barrett et al. (2001) agrees that accessibility issues can be problematic and urges web designers to be mindful of users who will ‘read’ the Internet using text-only browsers; this applies to sighted people as well as visually impaired users alike. He also highlights the problems of accessibility in connection with Alternate Text Formats, specifically PDF files. Since PDF files are basically visual they are not instantly accessible to the disabled. Similar problems occur with sound files and Barrett et al. (2001) encourages HTML captions for important content on these occasions. The use of multiple nesting tables produce accessibility issues and frames give rise to even more problems.

“Confusion and clutter are failures of design, not attributes of information”

(Tufte, 2004)

Design is all about communicating and the primary objective of a website is to improve communication. Gill (1997) suggests that by removing ‘noise’ (in the metaphorical sense the clutter created by the use of obscure words or symbols) one can greatly increase usability. She maintains that barriers to effective usability could be minimised by effective planning, and promotes the use of ‘accepted and tested communication techniques’ to ensure that our sites are usable and accessible to all.

Content

Content should be responsible for achieving ‘the right tone and voice for the website’ Barrett et al. (2001) and Rundle et al. (1999) record that consistently updated pages with new and relevant information will ensure that users return to your site. They also acknowledge the fact that first impressions count, therefore web content littered with spelling mistakes and grammatical errors will give an ‘unprofessional’ message.

Hopkins (1998) advises that the language of the pages is also important, after all the object of the exercise is to communicate in such a way that it is easily understandable – to provide easy access to information. 

The standards bodies such as the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), The Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) and The European Computer Manufacturers Association (ECMA) are held in high esteem by Haggard (1998). These bodies have been plotting the technical course of the web, developing universal specifications that help to ensure websites are accessible to as many people as possible.

Bocij et al.(1999) identifies legislation that is relevant to computer based information systems and suggests that the European Union members, USA and countries like New Zealand and Australia will have similar national laws and guidelines.

The main acts are listed as:

· Computer Misuse Act (1990) – to protect sensitive equipment and data from unauthorised alteration and damage

· Data protection Act (1998) – dictates how personal information is gathered, stored , processed and disclosed

· Copyright, Designs and Patents Act (1988) – protects against unauthorised copying of designs, software, printed materials and other works.

More recently the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 has become an important piece of legislation. Part 3 Of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 came into place in October 2004. This act stipulates that websites are required to meet a certain standard to allow effective access for all disabled people. Eventure Intranet (2005) highlights the fact that non-compliance with this legislation could incur legal action by the Disability Rights Commission for individuals who feel that they have been discriminated against and claims for damages may be presented.

The Disability Rights Commission’s main code of practice even clarifies further the two main obligations of the Act, as described by Scott-Lawler (2003) a) to ensure services are provided to the same standard, b) to make reasonable adjustments to change things that impact on ‘a)’

Presentation is another aspect of good web design that needs addressing and both Bernard (2003) and Neilson (1997) agree that web pages need to adhere to the design of narrow lines of text, that are concise and that can be easily scanned. 

Both Bernard (2003) and Neilson (1997) highlighted the font types as a presentation issue (children, teenagers and adults all dislike small font sizes) and noted that preferences were for 14 point Arial or 12 point Comic Sans Serif. Both authors have also shown that relatively modern, clean sites are preferred by both teenagers and adults alike, although Neilson (1997) points out that children (6-12 year olds) prefer highly animated and visual sites with very little reading content.

Maintenance

Both Barrett et al. (2001) and Bocij et al. (1999) agree that maintenance begins as soon as the site has been completed and signed off. Maintenance involves monitoring the web pages and reacting to any feedback that may be received, amending any pages that need updating by adding or deleting information. Barrett et al. (2001) suggests that a site that has no maintenance programme will either ‘ fall apart or atrophy from lack of care’. He also realises that once a site is actually operative new ways to improve the site become hugely apparent.

The issues around security are another maintenance issue and Cheswick and Bellovin (1999) believes security is fundamental as much personal information is held within computer websites. Not only does he look at the resources which need protecting and from whom these resources need protection, but at what cost. He advocates risk assessments to ensure that the above questions can be answered intelligently. Cheswick and Bellovin (1999) promotes security polices, gateways, firewalls and protected passwords to safeguard the information held within the web pages.

Chapter 2: Setting the groundwork

Planning

Knight (1999) states that there are many advantages for communicating via the web but also points out that there are equally as many disadvantages. “ It is essential to remember that you should maximise the advantages whilst minimising the disadvantages” (p229)

The Internet is used throughout society, for central and local government through to business and leisure activities. This means that an ever increasing number of people, for many different reasons, could be become interested in designing and creating their own websites. However, before this creation begins, it is imperative to address several issues to ensure that any potential pitfalls do not become the demise of the site.

In the concept phase of the project, consideration should be given to the following areas, to enable accurate analysis of the environment in which the website will be received.

The first question must be directed at the necessity of the website. It is important to ascertain if the site will duplicate one already in existence you then need to look at the purpose of the site and take into account the overall communication strategy, who the site is aiming at communicating with and how to do this effectively.

The target audience is another important aspect; identification of their needs and also the needs that the website owner wants to impart to them. The reason for them using the website - are they hoping to be informed or entertained, be it by choice or to enable them to better perform their jobs, should also be identified. Consideration should be given to the PC skills that will be expected of users and be aware that the ‘spec’ of the PC could denote whether the site could be viewed.

The interaction of the site should also be considered, and decisions need to be made with regard to the content and functionality. Perhaps there is some lea-way here as far as functionality can be added to the website in a later phase, after the initial launching of the site.

The content of the site needs careful planning; identification of suppliers and clarification of web friendly formatted material must be known. Maintenance, another huge issue, needs to be addressed and it is advisable to produce a ‘maintenance plan’. Statistics on performance will also be necessary and measures for obtaining these need to be clarified.

Comprehensive consideration of the above points will provide an informed idea for the type of material and technologies that should be incorporated into the website.

Some analysis of the network structure should take place to ensure that it is able to support any material that is placed on the site, especially graphics or multimedia.

Identify the audience

“You can’t please all of the people all of the time. So aim to be wildly successful with your key audience, and don’t worry about the rest”.

(Davis and Merritt, 1998, p16)

Obviously when producing a website it is important that as many people as view the site, but as Davis and Merritt (1998) point out it is far better to concentrate on the key audience. Those people that are not interested in the basic information of the site will probably never be interested irrespective of how professional the site looks.

A primary step is to ascertain the type of person that will use the site and then look at ways to engage these people.

To enable the design to be relevant, the designer/creator will need to know why these people are online - are they merely browsing, are they looking to be entertained or are they searching as an essential part of their work. These factors will indicate that users are online for leisure purposes, business reasons or educational/research purposes.

Once the key audience has been identified do not assume anything or lapse into stereotypical images of this audience. For example, if a website for a retirement home is being designed remember that as well as the site being used by older people, many relatives (and some staff) will have an interest in the information provided.

In order to determine what information to communicate and how best to provide it, basic demographic information will be needed. Statistics on age, sex, education and income as well as specific information pertaining to sites that are visited regularly is useful. Some technical information is useful, like monitor size, operating systems and web browsers.

Face to face communication is perhaps the ideal way to gather this information, but can be timely and therefore expensive. Market research companies provide excellent alternatives, and searching the Internet itself to obtain basic demographic trends is invaluable.

Any website must be seen to add value to the key audience or customer and by identifying the perfect customer and highlighting how the website will cater for their needs should encourage the designer to keep the site relevant and therefore on track.

Different types of audiences will expect variations in a perfect website and although this conception could be classed as stereotypical it is noted that different divisions exist. Adult audiences will often enjoy a more traditional style webpage that is clear and straightforward, where as younger audiences are encouraged by visually energetic sites with numerous graphics. The audiences from the business world are often under time restraints and therefore speed in retrieving relevant information is a priority, whereas the commercial or retail audience need to feel that they can trust the site to enable them to purchase online.

Web teams

Designers should never work in a vacuum. Team based web design provides a more professional site as problems like ‘tunnel vision’, occur if only one person designs a site, can be eliminated. Individually designed sites may seem logical to users if the users are on the same wavelength as the designer. As a website is used by numerous people it is important to amass the views of several when designing the site.

“Creative friction between the visions of different professional … can make

your site a richer experience for the intended audience” 

(Barrett et al, 2001, p18)

When working in teams it is important to have some kind of strategy

· clearly define goals – primarily this will set down the goals on paper and will enable the whole team to focus on the necessary issues to reach these goals

· agree that al discussion is on a professional rather than personal level – clear communication is important so as not to ups any member of the team or tread on anyone’s toes.

· define a time line chart – this will focus the team on certain deadlines that have been set and discourage ‘slippage’

The great advantage of working as part of a team when designing a website is that different viewpoints can enhance the solution making process. An individual may only see one way of solving a problem where as teams produce more choices for moving on and solving problems, thereby ensuring that the best solution has been found.

For small websites that only designed by one person and do not have the luxury of a web team it is imperative that designers at least ‘think’ like a team. This will encourage the designer to look at all angles of the project to enable the creation of a professional site making informed choices rather than assumptions.

Six main areas with roles and responsibilities may help to ensure that consideration is given to areas within the design of a website to encourage professionalism. Explanations of the areas of Researchers, Content Advisors, Production, Focus Group Co-ordinator, Editor/Publisher can be found in Appendix I (page 35)

Chapter 3: Identity

Look and feel

When designing a website it is important to get the look and feel correct. This is the visual character of the site, those aspects that make it typical and distinctive from all the rest, embodying quality and professionalism. 

The look and feel of the site is much more than just ensuring that the logo is in the right place; emphasis should be placed on expressing the values and principles of the organistations being represented on the Internet and should include 

· attention to professionalism

· constantly monitoring the use of high standards

· the introduction of efficiency measures to ensure that there is no duplication of information held elsewhere on the site

· equality issues to guarantee that every possible procedure has been followed to create a site that is accessible to all.

Obviously emphasis on communications is important – the information given must be clear, straightforward and easily understood. Modern language that is both respectful and sensitive to cultural needs is imperative. The need for honest, evidence-based communication is becoming an intrinsic element to every website and one which sets professional websites apart from the rest.

The key audience, whether they be young adults or commercial visitors need to be catered for. It is important to be aware of any subconscious messages your site might be transmitting: colours can often send out pre conceived messages, a website that is predominantly blue often represents a business site, whereas using green evokes the idea of an environmentally focused site. It is also advisable to check that any colours you may have decided upon do not have any cultural implications. However the use of coloured headings can enable people to navigate large and complicated sites more easily.

To inspire the look and feel of a site, and to enable users to recognise the ‘pattern’ (which once learnt will enable them to use the site efficiently) it is essential to use a consistent design.

Obviously some organisations will have certain styles that are used in marketing, or identified in guidelines to ensure that the look and feel of their web presence replicates that of other areas of their business.

There are three main sections within the web page that need to be consistent to enable a good look and feel to the site.

· Header – this is where the project title should be given and where the navigation sits

· Body – this shows the individual title and hold the main content of the page

· Footer – this section often holds more navigation but also includes authors name, email or contact details, date page reviewed or updated and a link back to the homepage.

Font face and size also add to the look and feel of your site and should compliment the target audience’s expectations. Studies show the most readable font size to be between 8-12 but by using the default setting you will enable your users to alter the font size on their machines if they so wish. Using the maximum of two different font types, perhaps one for headings and the other for the body text, will keep the pages looking clean and uncluttered.

When creating the text remember that it is more difficult to read online than a printed document so restricting the reading line to a maximum of between 12-14 words will help. It is important to make good use of white space to enable the user to rest, and graphics will often add interest to plain text (however you should be aware of guidelines for adding graphics and the implications that might have on download times.

Attention should be given to colour schemes. Light backgrounds are easier on the eye and text and link colours should contrast with these backgrounds. Limiting the choice of colours to between 4-6, matching graphics to this scheme will ensure that the site looks calm and sophisticated. Beware of using poor contrasts and colour-ways that will make the website difficult for colour-blind visitors to use.

Consistency

Consistency within a website guarantees that the web user experience will be easier and more satisfying for the visitor. A web page is, in effect, a small window that enables the user to view a huge amount of content and these visitors need to be kept orientated within the site so as not to loose their interest.

Visitors can quickly adapt to the design of a web page and are able to recognise patterns within it. Once they have made the effort to learn and recognise these patterns it is natural to use these new found skills over and over again. Essentially, consistency encourages the user to build on the foundations rather than re-learning the same basic techniques on separate pages. Veen (2000) likens it to  driving a car, once the basics are learnt you are then able to drive any car – these are standard routines that we take for granted.

Standard locations should be aimed for so that functions like links and buttons appear in the same relative positions. If a uniform navigation bar is created the ‘self-trained’ user will automatically locate what they are looking for on subsequent pages.

Interactive elements must conform to the same graphic style e.g. icons or buttons but never mix or transpose them as this will confuse the visitor, causing them to mistrust the professionalism of the site.

It is imperative to supply guidelines when designing a website. It is not enough to create layout guidelines for the homepage and subsequent pages, text and graphic guidelines should also be provided. Text guidelines should cover fonts, font size colours and headings and graphic guidelines will ensure that everything from photographs to interactive buttons are consistent and uniform.

Addressing the target audience

Addressing the needs of the target audience ensures that a professional identity is maintained throughout the website. Once an informed insight into the requirements and visions of your target audience is acquired, information will need to be presented so that they can benefit from it.

It is important to envisage the types of things that the users will remember after leaving the site, making sure that these aspects are highlighted to encourage a return visit. Imagining how the users experiences will effect their opinions or actions will also flag areas that need to be addressed.

Davis and Merritt (1998) state that if the website is aimed at increasing the awareness of a particular brand then the site should leave the visitor confident that this brand is far better than any other by presenting a corporate image. If however, the website is created to sell widgets, the site identity will be designed to promote features and benefits of that particular product. If the site is that of a government department or a local authority it is perhaps more important that the identity endorses easy accessibility to information and resources.

Different types of sites

Different styles should be adapted to websites in order that they are in keeping with their target audience. Smith (1997) suggests that there are four main types of sites- commercial, personal, topical and entertainment.

By far the largest of these groups is that of commercial sites. This group can further be divided into three main areas and an explanation of these can be found in Appendix II (page 37).These sites will offer a variety of business information like company details, contact pages and company goals – in fact upon entering a commercial site the main purpose of the business should be immediately clear. 

Chapter 4: Building the site

Accessibility

As previously mentioned new websites need to be designed with the target audience in mind, however, attention must be given to the needs of those people who may find it a challenge to actually use the Internet. Physically disabled people, people with learning difficulties, inexperienced users, older users, non English speaking people and people with older technology all need to be given the best chance to access information held on the web.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 states that one “….. must make reasonable adjustments to give the widest scope  for access to pages” and the following issues must therefore be understood and adequately addressed.

Browsers – the most popular in use are Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet Explorer and it is, therefore, imperative that any pages are tested on a wide range of browsers to ensure that they are accessible in each. Barrett et al. (2001) also reminds us to beware of the hidden audience using text only browsers, use of javascript here will cause problems and a professional website will only use javascript as an ‘optional’ extra rather than a crucial element.

Screen resolutions- it is normal to have resolutions set at 800x600 pixels but users with poor vision may have their screens set to 640x480, this will enlarge the text and mean that page scrolling is necessary to enable the user to see all the content. Decisions need to need taken whether to adjust your pages to decrease the amount of scrolling necessary; in which case the layout may not look so good in favour of making the navigation easier.

Alt tags are written descriptions given to images when the cursor rests over them. They are essential for readers who cannot, or do not view images, and should be clear, meaningful and descriptive but should not exceed 100 characters.

People who have sensory difficulties use screen readers, the software ‘reads’ the web page one line at a time through a speech synthesiser. Here it is important to give alt tags to all icons and images so that information does not get lost. Screen readers help make pages more accessible to people who would not normally be able to read the pages and therefore this must be taken into consideration when designing web pages.

Tables can sometimes cause accessibility problems with screen readers as they read the page top to bottom and then left to right. It is advisable to keep them to a minimum and to check them carefully in different browsers before use. Frames are usually more problematic than tables for the same reasons – the screen readers read down the page and not across the frame set.

When using graphics it is important to be aware of their download times, and flickering or flashing images are distracting and could even trigger certain types of epileptic seizures. 

Colours can also create accessibility problems, therefore as a general rule, professional sites will be designed with black text on a white background. Barrett et al. (2001) suggests that it is a real challenge to find colours that look the same across all browsers, however a ‘web safe’ palette of colours which hold standard browser colours is available. White text can cause difficulties when printing as can textured backgrounds. Contrast of colours should also be remembered, dark blue on black or red on green, are often impossible for people with sensory difficulties to decipher.

It is important that web pages load quickly, so when creating pages assume that the users will have the lowest spec machine, and if you have to publish larger files always pre-warn them.

To ensure that your site maintains its professionalism test all pages against the W3C validater, use the Bobby check that is available which checks pages against W3C guidelines and reports back on problems found.

Wave Accessibility checker shows the order in which page elements appear and page Valet also tests against the W3C guidelines.

All websites should be aiming to reach the standard AAA as set down by the World Wide Web Consortium in the Web Initiative which rates websites as either A: basic, AA: intermediate, AAA: high.

Navigation

One of the main goals towards achieving a proficient website is to make users feel in control and capable of moving around the web pages regardless of the technology that is available to them. In order that users stay orientated, navigation must be a clear roadmap to the entire site and therefore relationships between pages must be kept simple.

Vandome (2002) reiterates that it is deemed best practice that each topic should be just three clicks away, however if the navigation is obvious then this becomes less of a priority. 

Providing too many navigation options can be confusing and yet too few will make the site inadequate and difficult to move around in. It is important not to create any ‘dead-ends’. Navigation should look and function consistently and buttons or icons should be prominently placed with alt tags attached. 

Cross navigation can also be useful and creates a short contents page for each of the web pages. This enables links to all the main sections within the website to be in one place. The home button should be available on every page.

The breadcrumb trail is a trail of text links that record the pages that have been visited and enables back tracking to any link in the trail, Lopuck (2001) describes this as “ a lifeline to retrace steps”

Colour coding can also be used to reinforce the visitors’ sense of place, and where cross navigation is used, these colours should be replicated in the buttons or icons. Although it is commendable to use a unique scheme for each section be wary of making the site garish.

Navigation does more than merely inform visitors as to where they can go. Effective navigation can act as free advertising for the business, as the navigation bar can also contain the company logo and search engine, helping to create the brand or image, look and feel, of the site. 

Construction

When building the site there are several issues that need to be addressed to ensure that the site maintains its professionalism.

The site should have a hierarchical structure as this is easy to manage and all pages within this structure should be able to stand-alone (yet still carry the identity of the site). If users reach a page that has no clear introduction or navigation they will loose interest and may never return.

The use of consistent file names is a priority, these should be in lower case as this reduces the risk of broken links, and should be no more than 50 characters.

It is advisable to keep all images, graphics and pdfs in subdirectories as this enables easier linking. When using graphics, jpegs of gifs should not be any larger than 30kb. If you are looking to use larger graphics always warn visitors and add a ‘thumbnail’ to the page so that visitors can choose to open the larger image or not. Remember to use alt tags and include HTML text versions when using images that contain text for accessibility reasons.

Never use ‘Page under construction’ on a live site as this will undermine the professional value of the site.

Usability

Usability is about making a design that creates a positive experience to the user and can only really be achieved by testing. Testing is a critical step to show that you are on the right track and by listening to the views of the users you will be able to enhance the site, creating understandable communications and therefore target your key messages more effectively.

Testing can help to identify problems that can be corrected before the site construction moves on. Barrett et al. (2001) implies that there are three main stages

· Initial feedback to fine tune any pre conceived ideas

· Middle testing to validate design and further fine tune

· Later testing to ensure that design objectives are adhered to.

There are several ways in which to collect feedback. Interviews, to gain real life feedback; focus groups, who answer pre set questions on specific areas; usability tests where users are asked to perform a task and are encouraged to ‘think out loud’ as they complete it and card sorting – this is used to gain users ideas as to how they expect topics to be grouped

Obviously feedback needs to be analysed and recommendations on how to address the users’ comments need to be collated.

There are certain aspects that can be easily administered to the site to easily increase the usability:-

· consistency – make sure the look and feel and navigation runs throughout the site

· be obvious – make functions clear, do not make the user think too hard, do not mislead or confuse

· do not try too hard – focus on the key audience

· be helpful – use plain English

· keep things fast – beware of download times

· NO to technical – users are not interested in what is behind the scenes as long as it works.

User testing and quality assurance testing (where you check before going live for misspellings, broken links, different platforms and different browsers) are the final polishing touches – the ‘crowning jewels’ in an excellent website achievement.

Chapter 5: Content

Writing for the web – Plain English

“Be short, be simple, be honest” Gowers, (1948 cited Hopkins, 1998 p130)

Writing for the web is one of the most crucial components of web communication – the style must suit the purpose. When producing information it is important to remember that we are writing primarily to inform and not to impress - the object is to communicate with users, endeavour to help them to understand the message we are portraying and provide quick and easy access to that information.

Failure to match language to the audience will undermine any confidence the user might have for the site.

Always be careful to write clearly and succinctly, try not to use longer words when shorter words will do. Stay clear of using jargon, make sure any technical phrases have explanations. Sentences should be short, containing one main idea, with the minimum amount of punctuation. Capital letters should only be used when really necessary, as capitalisation of sentences tends to make the text more difficult to read. Try to keep abbreviations and acronyms to a minimum, and avoid words that can have more than one meaning. Never assume gender. Misspellings and grammatical errors leap from the web page and do nothing to instil confidence.

Barrett et al. (2001) states that writing for the web is like 3D, you move readers around from one screen to another and out to other information areas so care must be taken when using hyperlinks within your text.

There is never any assurance as to how far from your site the user might travel after following a link from your web page. It may be better to consider adding hyperlinks as bulleted lists at the end of your paragraph, as links within the text can often be extremely distracting. If hyperlinks are listed after the main text, you will be sure that your main content has been read and the user can then make a decision to follow the links or not.

Obviously style must be consistent throughout the site, sudden change may well suggest poorly developed sites and could ultimately loose your visitor.

Minimum content required

This is the core information held on your website and that which must be regularly updated. Haggard (1998) suggests that consideration should be given to the minimum content to enable a visitor to successfully answer the following:-

· Can you tell what the company is

· Is the purpose of the website apparent

· Can you tell where the website is located

· Are you sure the information is up to date

· Did you find what you were looking for

It is imperative that the minimum content should include the following

· Title

· Logo and web address

· Contact details of owners and managers of the site

· The statement of purpose

· Policies relevant to the use of the site e.g. terms and conditions, privacy policy etc

· About us – with explanations of objectives and responsibilities if the management team and their corporate structure

· Site map – to enable users to orientate easier

· What’s new – to contain fresh, exciting news items

· Help – with helpful tips and frequently asked questions

· Search – to enable users to search the site to locate specific information quickly and efficiently

There will also be static information like product information or investors relations also in this minimum content. If the above is adhered to it will show that the site has been well thought out to give a professional view for the audience and instil confidence as the information will be easily accessible.

Languages

Most web content is written in English and although creating web pages in other languages may initially appear to be a good idea remember to look closely at the target audience.

There are several challenges to be addressed before committing to providing specialist language pages. Issues around ability to source the language, ability to manage the foreign language content, budgetary implications and resource implications.

Most often foreign languages will not translate word for word and this could mean longer pages, some languages are read right to left. Be mindful of browser incompatibility with foreign language character sets - not all character sets can be published by HTML.

You may find that producing a page with contact numbers for obtaining specialist translations of the page adequate.

Presentation

“A big part of developing a voice on the web is content presentation”

(Haggard, 1998)

Haggard (1998) also states that lessons can be learnt from the print media in terms of presenting material that will attract passing visitors by using simple concepts contained in a short snappy phrase or a striking picture. However Vandome (2002) suggest that it is a mistake to think that preparing text for the web is just a matter of reproducing the same style as you would for a hard copy.

The most important piece of information should be placed front and centre, above the fold as it were, so that users do not need to scroll. As speed of access to information is key, it is vital to ensure that paragraphs are well organised and consistently written..

People find it more difficult to read text on a screen so consideration must be given to presentation. Scrolling down a web page can cause frustration so passages should be short and concise and easily scannble. It is advisable for key points to be summarised in the first paragraph and clear headings, sub-headings and bulleted lists used to break up the text. Hyperlinks and bookmarks are useful to enable the visitor to move around the site. Within the text it is advisable to avoid underlining as this can be confused with hyperlinking and block capitals or italics can make content difficult to read.

It is also crucial to consider carefully the relationship between text and images, wrap text around images for best results but remember to leave enough space around the image to keep the page clear.

To make the page easier on the eye it is important to take advantage of white space. White space should be thought of as a desirable design feature, added between lines of text to create pages where text does not take up the whole screen. It is imperative that each of the web pages makes sense in isolation and encourages the user to want to visit again.

Chapter 6: Maintenance

Managing the site

Many project plans stop at the rollout but without a strong maintenance plan the site will either fall apart or atrophy from lack of care. Maintenance includes periodic reviews of the structure, server maintenance and upgrades, content changes and updates, response to use feedback and gathering and analysing statistical data. There should also be a contingency plan.

Operational management should be responsible for maintaining the integrity of the website. Site management can easily be assisted by using tools like Microsoft FrontPage or Dreamweaver as more people become involved as the site becomes more complicated. This will help to ensure consistency by maintaining style guidelines.

As the site grows content management can become complicated. Information management should ensure controls are in place to provide reliable content that meets editorial standards, keeps in line with the communications strategy, is reviewed regularly to remove or archive information as necessary and is easily accessible and navigable with no broken links.

Site analysis is imperative to gain an understanding of users needs. Offer an email address or online feedback form with a dedicated person responsible for responding. By monitoring what people say, improvements can be made to the site. Statistical analysis of the site is also relevant to enable maintenance programmes, and Haggard (1998) promotes the use of a maintenance report. (see Appendix III, page 37)

It is useful to consider a contingency plan to cover both technical aspects and public relations as you may want to use the site to react quickly at any one time. There should also be a Disaster Recovery Plan to restore the site in the event of the server being compromised.

If you want to encourage visitors back to you site Knight (1998) agrees that you need to demonstrate that the site is kept up to date, valid, constantly evolving and dynamic; therefore site management is imperative.

Security

It is advisable to establish a security policy to cover both site security e.g. software and hardware and the security of the visitors using the site by upholding legislation to protect an individuals privacy. Security policies usually contain reference to the following, day to day operations, access control and password usage, technical and legal rules, procedures and practices for e-transactions and risk assessment, security breaches and data recovery.

Passwords – this represents one of the most common forms of security and can be a simple and effective way to protect sensitive date. Passwords can encourage employees to take responsibility for their systems and as they are changed frequently any damage incurred by stolen passwords can be limited by withdrawal of the original password. Passwords can also allow employers to monitor employees actions.

Security breaches – this is a “deliberate or unintentional act that leads to unauthorised access or loss/ damage to an information system”, Bocij et al. (1999). Obviously when managing a site risk assessments need to be undertaken and procedures put in place to safeguard information. Some of the most common threats are catalogued in Appendix IV (page 38).

Electronic transactions – this has been developed by Visa and Mastercard and enables credit card payments, based on exchange of digital certificates between consumer, merchant and bank to be made online. This secure payment system should include authentication (by the use of digital certificates), privacy (ensure the transaction is protected), integrity (make sure the message is not corrupted) and non-repudiability (where the sender cannot deny sending the message).

Secure socket layers – this is a standard pioneered by Netscape to encrypt data sent over the network.

Data recovery – this is effect disaster recovery whereby third party companies maintain backup versions of important data and are responsible for keeping it secure. The emphasis is on prevention as much as recovery so risks must be assessed and careful plans prepared. Some large companies may have their entire site created and held in backup elsewhere in case of emergencies.

Chapter 7: Research

Introduction

“There is growing need to better organise and share knowledge within a company in a time when technology is making it possible” Institute of Management. (1999)

This small study’s specific aim was to gain an overview of the impact that the newly created Social Services intranet pages and to ascertain its professionalism. It proposed to find the strengths and weaknesses of the website to enable a focused approach to reviewing and updating the navigation and the information that is held within these pages and, indeed, if this was a necessary project to undertake.

Obviously, in this time of e-government it is imperative that knowledge within departments be organised and the intranet is the ideal medium for managing access to the plethora of information that is readily available. As well as easily accessible specific departmental information, computer networking and intranet software all combine to produce the intranet, as we know it.

There are significant advantages in providing intranets like fast easy access to information, efficient communication, the move towards paper free offices and access for all staff to the most up to date versions of strategic documentation.

However, there are some disadvantages too - significant investment in staff time, dependence on sharing information, and the fact that this work is never really visible as part of the overall contribution to the bottom line. This study investigates staff opinions and endeavours to define whether the advantages out-way the disadvantages.

A successful professional Intranet provides long term value to an organisation, as it can increase job performance – by delivering relevant, up to date information quickly and easily. It can also be used to build organisational capacity and facilitate learning by providing specific on-line or e-learning packages.

Technology has a huge impact on organisational communication.

Interview analysis

Bedsole (1999) states that the Intranet “communicates relevant current and accurate information, which is timely, efficient and user friendly.”

Overall my research found that the intranet did in fact impact on Social Services and the work of those people whom I interviewed – each one of them found it to be an extremely useful tool for their respective professional jobs. However, it was apparent from my research that the usage of the intranet varied greatly between posts. It is fair to say that people in administration posts tended to use it less than in managerial positions, with the greatest use (as you would expect) being made by the Information Services.

There were several comments that were universal to all of the subjects I interviewed.

The news section was looked upon favourably – most people interviewed felt that this kept them up to date with what was happening in Social Services as it is a mixture of news from across the County. It keeps people updated on new policies, the latest information re new legislation (like the Children Bill), and even social events that have taken place in locations around the county.

One person commented:

“I regularly use the intranet to check the news – to keep up to date with what’s going on – and if something looks interesting I will go into it and read it.”

All of my subjects made reference to the consistency of the navigation, they felt that the navigation made sense and that the keywords used for the hyperlinks were self-explanatory.

“I can usually find what I’m looking for – the site’s user friendly, with no jargon – unlike the search engine which is no use at all….” 

“I really like the A-Z, it’s quick and easy and you now if you can’t find what you want then it hasn’t been published yet.”

Comments like ‘everything you need for the job’ and ‘improves efficiency’ also shows that the navigation actually works, as people are able to find the material they are looking for.

Pages that were used most regularly tended to be the directory pages like the Internal Staff Directory and the Unit Contact details. It was shown that all the interviewees valued the meticulous updating of both directories, which instil confidence by remarks like:

“I often need to check where staff are located, so that I can deliver the Press Cuttings – the HQ telephone list really helps me, I know that it is maintained and kept up to date. It not only gives me the building, floor and room number it actually gives me the job titles too.”

“The Unit Contact list has a professional feel to it, it is really extremely helpful….the spreadsheet is easy to search and you can look for a number/address in so many different ways. It also gives the Unit Managers name which is a great help when phoning for info – it gives you a contact name.”

The Team Briefings pages were also considered to impact highly on staff, especially as they enabled effective dissemination of information that ultimately creates professional internal communications. Team Briefings enables all sectors to keep abreast of pertinent issues, irrespective of whether they are employed by that sector. 

Hampshire County Council Social Services Department has a commitment to provide ‘face to face’ dissemination of departmental core briefings. The intranet provides a professional useful tool to keep the briefings easily accessible for future reference after the face-to-face briefings have taken place.

Interviewees commented that the intranet helped them to keep a more ‘paper-free’ office by acting as a huge reference section for important Government documents that could be read on-line, the relevant sections used in the creation of other strategic documents produced by the department.

Some people remarked that the intranet helped them to organise the agendas, minutes and reports of all the major sectors like the Departmental Management Team

“When I’m writing a document it is so helpful to be able to tap into the government Key Guidance Documents page and use the information there to add credence to my paper – it’s important to know that the information I am citing is relevant and up to date.”

People in information knowledge – the Communications Officer and most particularly the Information Officer used a far greater range of intranet pages.

“My enquiries range from book requests, through article requests to … ‘can you send me the latest response to the Children Bill from Terry Butler’ (Director Social Services), as you can see I need to access this information quickly and accurately.”

The main criticism most people had was that they would like regular training, maybe short workshops, to bring them up to speed with new pages as they are created. ‘There never seems enough time to look around the site, to find the real depth of information available’.

Methodology and reflections

“Qualitative research is particularly suitable for studies where only a small amount of research has already been carried out” (Hague, 1992). Therefore, I decided to use this method to gain employees opinions on the Social Services intranet pages, how this impacts on their jobs and whether this site conforms to the necessary attributes to deam it professional

I began by composing a set of questions that I could use to focus the interviewee. These questions were not set in stone, merely to be used as a guide. I wanted the interview to take the shape of an informative conversation, one where I could lead the subject towards my chosen topic without asking direct questions that may well have produced simple answers.

Four of my interviews were conducted at the interviewee’s desk, although two of these were in private offices, and one was held in a formal meeting room.

By sampling from a cross section of the staff at Headquarters I have made an effort to gain views of a Managerial position, a Personal Assistant to the an Assistant Director, an Information Officer, a Library Assistant and a Communications Officer.

If I were to conduct this type of qualitative research again I feel I would like to have used a greater cross section of the workforce within HQ and even try to engage staff from the Units or Area Offices. By limiting my sample to the HQ staff I feel I may be reporting with a slight bias as to the relevance and professionalism of the website. If I am frank I feel that some employees, particularly social workers (who are front line staff working in the field) would perhaps not have the same opportunities to use the Intranet as desk bound officers do.

I also feel quite strongly that the location where the interview is carried out is crucial, however, until I actually completed the interviews for my research this had not been a major consideration. I found that the interview I conducted in a formal meeting room tended to be more stilted. My subject sat opposite me at the table, almost as if ready for an interrogation; the conversation we had did not really seem to flow and I found myself repeatedly trying to encourage her to talk freely without intimidation.

Those interviews performed at the subjects’ desk were much easier. The subject seemed to feel more relaxed, less intimidated. Unfortunately one of the interviews was interrupted by telephone calls and this did make the conversation a little disjointed and repetitive.

In a perfect situation I could see the ideal setting as somewhere with easy chairs and coffee, but unfortunately this type of venue was not available at HQ, although may well have been available at one of the Unit locations.

I also feel that my chosen topic was perhaps too close to home. I had personally designed and set up the intranet pages and I felt that two of my subjects might well have given more praise to the project because they knew that I had created the initial site. Their comments were an essential part of the reviewing process, both positive and negative, to enable the intranet to be the real communications tool that it should be, irrespective of who created it.

Epilogue

“A professional website is above all professional” (Anon, 2003) but what actually constitutes professional? Professionalism is an attitude, and a professional website is a direct reflection on the business that is being promoted.

This study has looked at the preparation behind creating a website and has highlighted the importance of planning carefully in order to evaluate the optimum design for the identified key audience. The roles and responsibilities for competent, focused team work has also been examined to ensure that all aspects of planning be discussed carefully before building the site.

The identity of the site needs sufficient consideration to enable a consistent look and feel to run throughout the pages. This look and feel should address the aspirations of the target audience, with specific attention being directed to the type of site being produced.

The study has shown how difficult it is to distinguish higher importance between building issues such as accessibility, navigation and usability. Each element has its own relevant significance, therefore each one must be carefully considered.

Many web designers will agree that ‘content is king’, a website without good content really is of little use. Deliberation should be given not only to the minimum content required for the site but to the way in which that content is written and presented. The study has displayed beliefs that although much can be learnt from the media, writing for the web is a completely different skill.

Without a realistic maintenance plan, whereby the site is both managed and made secure, all confidence and trust that visitors to the site may have will be lost.

Functionality is another criteria for accessing the professionalism of a website. Accessibility to universal audiences and the ability for compatibility with different types of browsers, added to fast download times and quality navigational links is imperative.

Aesthetically pleasing layouts are also vital to the look and feel of the site, where font styles and elegance are core design concepts. User friendly pages, which are clear and simple with good use of space will increase visitor’s attention and give them a reason to return.

All visitors expect useful accurate specific information to be displayed and interactive areas like memberships, email and chat rooms enhance the user experience.

Originality is another element that can boost user appreciation where sites are creative, distinctive or evocative, although this should not encroach on customer relations. It is important for the site to be effective, focused and convey ethical and honest values.
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Glossary

	Alt tags
	Descriptions given to images when the curser rests over them

	Browser
	Programme used to view the webpage

	ECMA
	European Computer Manufacturers Association

	GIF
	Graphic Interchange Format

	HTML
	Hyper text Markup Language

	IETF
	Internet Engineering Task Force

	Javascrpit
	Programming language

	JPEG
	Joint Photographic Experts Group

	PC
	Personal Computer

	PDF
	Portable Document Format

	Screen readers
	This reads web pages one line at a time through a speech synthesiser

	SME
	Small to Medium Enterprise

	Thumbnail
	Small image

	XML
	Extensible Markup Language

	W3C
	World Wide Web Consortium


Appendix I

Roles and responsibilities of web teams

Project Manager

· This person writes the Project Initiation Document, facilitates all communication and focuses the team towards completion of the goals and deadlines

Researchers 

· Client researchers - this person writes the business requirements and desired services, and explores design functions that could be used in the ‘perfect world’ where no restrictions exist. The client researcher would also be knowledgeable of best practice within the industry and the competition outside it.

· Technology researchers – this person sources the best technology available to use within the site, e.g. search engines and databases.

Content Advisors

· Content writer – this person should provide soft content for the homepage and any linking pages making sure that guidelines are adhered to.

· Content developer – this person should gather and process all relevant information for the website – they should be skilled in using tools like scanners, image conversion software to prepare content for the web. They too should be aware of guidelines.

· Information Architect – this person should be involved in mapping out content areas and works with the visual and technical designers to build site navigation. Their goal is to produce a clear and coherent design.

· Graphic designer – this person is responsible for the overall visual design, the layout of the pages and the navigation elements. They would ideally work with the technical designers to ensure a consistent look and feel.

Production

· Technical designer – this person chooses and builds the applications and is often called the programmer

· Production designer – this person converts all the original data into HTML and works with the programmer to assemble pages integrating technical features and applying design templates.

· Systems Administrator – this is the website engineer – developing and testing interactive features to ensure smooth backroom operations and is responsible for security.

Focus Group Co-ordinator

· This role provides Quality Assurance to the site and tests the usability of the site from the target audiences point of view. They need to clearly understand the site plan, general web design issues and users concerns.

Editor/publisher

· This person is responsible for ongoing review of the site to ensure consistency, looking for typos, spelling and grammar mistakes, mismatches or visual design conflicts. 

Obviously the above roles would be realised in a ‘perfect world’ however often these roles are merged so that one person takes on responsibility for more than one area.

Appendix II

Different types of sites

Large businesses - these sites run alongside real world operations and are therefore usually heavily resourced and professionally designed. The site will contain information on the company, its services and products and instructions on how to order online.

Small businesses – these sites tend to be used as a supplement o their real world operations but still provide an invaluable aspect to their operations. These sites are usually less well resourced, and the companies will often encourage able employees to design and create the site. Obviously information should be clear and concise to inform their users.

Online businesses – these sites are created to promote the core business of a company as they have no real world operations. These companies normally tend to be electronic retailers like Amazon. It is imperative that design of this type of site is professional and usable, as the company has no alternative operations to fall back on.

Personal sites – these tend to be created by individuals that either feel they have an interesting hobby to share or are actually interested in using software packages to build their own site. As with all other types of websites, the homepage should clearly contain your main message, but individuals should always consider their own privacy and beware of uploading personal photographs, as there is the potential for thousands of people to view them. Quality of personal websites can vary enormously.

Topical sites – these are produced by volunteer groups or interest groups and although they may begin as a small venture can often grow into a more business-like site. As with a commercial site it is imperative that the subject of the website is made immediately clear and care should be given to keep the site focused – deviations can and will loose visitors interest.

Entertainment sites – these are often humorous pages created to share online games. These vary tremendously from sophisticated sites for adult entertainment to basic, simple games for children However, they will have one thing in common and that it an abundance of graphics.

Appendix III

Statistical reporting

Haggard (1998) promotes the following issues to be addressed within the maintenance report

Executive summary report to give concise details of site

Bandwidth Report to highlight trends in traffic, which enables plans to be created for network upgrades

Browser Report which will indicate which browsers people are using to access the site and allows to pan for technology upgrades

Geographical Reports help to show from which websites people have come and will provide peak usage times 

Hits Report shows the rates of hits on the site and enables planning for capacity

Organisation Report will highlight which organisations are coming to the site and therefore can be used to monitor the audience

Referrer Report indicates which organisations are sending visitors to the site and can be used when targeting audiences for advertising

Path Report can be used to help usability questions but may require cookies or registration.

Appendix IV

Security breaches

Accidents by users and support staff – this can be anything from inaccurate data entry, attempting to complete tasks beyond skill abilities, failure to comply with procedure to failure to back up data.

Natural disasters – we must remember that all systems are susceptible to storms, floods and lightening.

Sabotage – this can be disgruntled employees in an attempt at revenge or industrial sabotage carried out for financial gain.

Vandalism – this is a severe threat as even minor damage can have serious side effects like causing bottlenecks in operations of large organisations or completely stopping work in small companies.

Theft – this can be physical, data or chip theft.

Hacking – one of the most common security risks with access gained by telecommunications links. Hacking is used by some to demonstrate their advanced computer skills, by some to gain financial benefits and by some to cause malicious damage.

Viruses – scanning is intended to provide some protection by detecting and removing the virus programme from the system but as yet nothing is completely successful.

Appendix V

Standards and guidelines

World Wide Web Consortium (W3C)

Bobby

Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF)

European Computer Manufacturers Association (ECMA)

0105653

- 1 -

