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Land mines to avoid in building a Web site 
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Tech Commands / Kim Komando 

Every business needs its own Web site, and one option is to build it yourself. That's often the best way to do it, if you know what you are doing.
Spend a weekend with a program such as Microsoft FrontPage and you could have a simple site ready by Monday. Well, that's not entirely true.

Building even a simple site is not always a simple process, which is why you should consider outsourcing your Web development needs. (See Microsoft bCentral's Web hosting & e-mail product, which allows you to create your own Web site using Microsoft tools.)

Even if you hire a Web developer, the process is full of land mines that could explode in your face if you're inexperienced, careless or negligent. Truth is, most people underestimate the difficulty of building and maintaining Web sites.

I'd like to share with you the problems I had in building and deploying a Web site that averages 200,000 unique visitors a week. Yes, I am in the business, and should have known better. After you read this column, hopefully you will know better, too.

Here were my problems:

1. Not sticking to the basics. 
The first chore: Do your homework. Why do you want a Web site? And if you already have one, what does it need? This sounds obvious, but if you don't understand your goal, you will be swamped by the possibilities.

You need to have this firmly in your mind before you meet with any Web developer. List the major things that your site should do. Should it inform? Should it entertain? Should it provide sales leads? Or should it actually provide sales revenues? (For more info here, see this bCentral workshop.)

Visit Web sites you like. Drop by competitive Web sites looking for ideas. Print the pages and make notes. Keep these in a folder for later reference.

Here's where a stream of mistakes often begin. I assumed (and we all know what that means) that a company proclaiming to be a "Web Site Developer" could listen to my needs and come back with a finished product. Not so. They tried but never quite got it.

In hindsight, I made a mistake by simply turning over the process to the developer. It was my site and my identity. I should have been more involved. And although I knew in general what I wanted, too many details were up in the air.

After getting nowhere for months, we ended up drawing the Web site's design and flow using the conference room's whiteboard. Then, we sent the developers to work to turn our pictures into pages.

No one knows your company and your business better than you do. You are an integral part in its Internet representation. You must decide how your business will look on the Web. Listen to others, but trust your gut.

2. Hiring the wrong company. 
I went national with my radio talk show in 1995. But I had developed my first Web site two years earlier. I developed sites in 1995 and 1997, too. But the business rapidly grew, and I quickly outgrew them.

The sites were not up-to-date technologically. I didn't have a database. Large Web sites should run off of a database. Otherwise, each file has to be coded individually. Talk about manual labor! Each page has at least one file; some have many. With a database, files are automatically coded.

In 1999, I decided to start over from scratch. I hired a local company to do the design and development work. Right off the bat, there was a conflict: They wanted to use Linux; I insisted on Microsoft. It was just the first of many snags. So here's the lesson: Make sure you are compatible with your Web developer. The developers did it my way, but they had to learn as they went. That took time.

The Web development industry has sprung up overnight. It's not like hiring a roofer with 40 years' experience. There isn't much gray hair in the Internet world. The guys I hired understood coding, site security and the other technological aspects. But they didn't have much experience in the business world.

When you undergo a medical procedure, you want a surgeon with a successful track record. The same is true of the Internet — find a company with references, lots of them.

3. Not sticking to the contract. 
We signed an agreement with the Web development firm. It outlined all the specifications. It contained clauses that we owned everything, including the look, feel, content and code. They could not use me in their portfolio until the project was done to my complete satisfaction. And the project contained due dates or milestones.

As time passed, deadlines were continually missed. Dates mentioned in the agreement were neglected. Items that we'd requested were abandoned. And we were told some specifications contained in the contract were impossible, or could only be done at extra cost.

Moreover, there were elements of the Web site that did not make sense. They decided they knew better than me. I insisted on changes. The project fell far behind schedule. I should have reminded them of the written agreement rather than let the saga continue. I should have told them to get it done by this date or we would turn it over to the lawyers.

But sometimes in business, you don't know when to give up. Eventually, we reached an impasse. We couldn't even speak to each other. It looked like the project could simply fail. That is not uncommon in the programming world.

To the rescue . . . 
All hope was not lost. I assigned one of my staffers to the effort full time. Greg didn't have his emotions invested in a long-running and frustrating battle. He was able to drive it to completion. Nonetheless, bad feelings remain.

Today, Greg continues to maintain the site. We host it in-house, on our own servers. So that means that when something goes wrong with the servers, we have to fix them.

We are a media company, with lots of radio, television and written products. It has taken time to find people who are comfortable and competent in both the media and computer worlds.

If you take the Internet plunge, that is something to consider. No matter what your business, you will also need computer and Internet expertise. Farming all of this stuff out probably will not work. You're the one who really cares about your business. I needed someone in-house — someone I could count on — to concentrate on the Web site. You will, too.

Part of the new site is a store. I sell a number of products, including clothing and computer-related items. Our shopping cart program needs work. We're doing that on the fly, using a contractor. Greg supervises that process. He knows what needs to be done, and he makes sure it happens.

I am marketing a new book (my fifth) through the site, and believe it will do well financially. It's the result of all the calls to my show over the years and is titled, "The 50 Biggest Computer Mistakes (and how you can avoid them)." So the retail operation should pay off.

Have I discouraged you? I hope not. You can't afford to ignore the Internet.

My Web site has been a valuable marketing tool. My business is successful. The retail operation should be very profitable. Sure, it's been a struggle. But I'd do it all again.

However, I'd apply all the lessons I've learned. I'd do a better job of working out the details. I'd assign somebody to it full time, to make sure everything was completed on time. And I would shop much more carefully for a development contractor. A good relationship there is very important.

Want more tech tips for your business? Subscribe to Kim's free weekly e-mail newsletter by sending an e-mail. And listen to The Kim Komando Show each week. See this page to find Kim on the radio station nearest you.
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