Developing Documents (Ref source – HTML Complete Chap 5)

Within the development of Web site documents are four sub-processes or phases: 

Planning, Organising, Creating, Testing

Within these phases are several smaller phases, as shown in Fig1
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Fig 1 -  HTML document development process

Planning Documents

Rather than strictly providing information, the purpose of many Web sites is now to tell visitors what the company wants them to know, to persuade them to purchase a product or service, and to keep them coming back for more.  As a result, HTML development has shifted to being simultaneously visitor-centred and author-centred.  Now, you not only need to consider what your visitors want to know, you need to consider what information your organisation wants to provide.

Therefore, before you start producing HTML, you need to do some planning.  In particular, you need to determine what information your visitors want and what your organisation wants to provide.  Your goal is to reconcile these "wants' into a single list that accommodates both your visitors and your organisation.

What Do Your Visitors Want?

When you visit a Web site, you usually have a reason for going there.  Although you often stumble onto a site that interests you while browsing, you normally have something specific in mind when you start.

Therefore, as you begin the planning phase, you'll want to think about what visitors expect to see at your site.  A great place to start is with your customers (or co-workers, if you're developing an intranet).  For example, they might want general information about you, your company, or your products and services.  Or they might want specific information, such as contact names, troubleshooting advice, safety information, prices, schedules, order forms, and so on.

At CARS Inc., a survey revealed that visitors were interested in knowing what models were available, their cost, and their reliability and safety records.  They also wanted to be able to request brochures and locate local dealerships Their list of wants looked like this:

Available models

cost

Safety record

Reliability record

Contact information

Brochure

List of dealerships

What Do You Want to Provide
Ideally, your Web site would provide all the information that your visitors want; however, what they want isn't necessarily what you can or want to provide.  For example, you might not want to publicise a product's unstable repair history, or at the very least, you might want to downplay it.  Or, if you're developing pages for a corporate intranet, say, the R&D department-you wouldn't publish all the information the department has available.  You probably would want to include information about upcoming projects, recent successes and failures, and planned product improvements.

A good way to start working out what you want to include is to take a look at materials you already have on hand.  For example, marketing materials often include information about the company, products, and services suitable for use on a Web site.  Even if you're developing pages for an intranet, marketing materials often provide a jumping-off place.

If you don't have access to marketing materials, ask yourself a few questions:

· What do I want people to know about my organisation?  What is the corporate mission statement?  What are my company’s goals?

· What are my company’s products or services?  How do they help people?  How do people use them?

· How do customers order our products?

· Is product history positive?

· Can I include product specifications?

· What product information can I send to people if they request it? 

· Can I provide answers to frequently asked questions?

· Do I want to include information about employees?  

· Can I provide information that is more timely, useful, or effective than other marketing materials, such as brochures or pamphlets, provide?

After you answer these and any other questions that are helpful in your situation, you should be able to develop a list of what you want to provide.  CARS Inc., decided to provide general information about the company, tell potential customers about the various models, show a few pictures, and brag about the cars' reliability records.  They were unsure about discussing prices because they were higher than those, of their competitors, and likewise they were unsure whether to publicise safety records-they were only average.  The final list looks like this:

Definite:


Company information


Car models

Photos


Contact information

Maybe:

Prices


Safety records

Organising Your Documents

After you decide what information to include in your site, you need to determine how you will arrange individual HTML documents.  Taking the time to organise the information carefully is often the difference between having frequent visitors to your site and having none at all.  How often do you return to a site that's not well organised?  If you can't find what you need easily and quickly, you have no reason to go there, and the same will be true of visitors to your site.

You can use one or all of these types of organisation, depending on your needs:

Hierarchical,
Linear,
    Webbed

Hierarchical Organisation

When you organise information in a hierarchical structure, you present a first group of equally important topics, followed by another group of equally important topics, and so on.  You're familiar with this technique if you've ever created or used an organisation chart.  The hierarchy starts with top officials, then shows the managers who work for them, the employees who work for those managers, and so on.

A document outline is another example of hierarchical organisation.  Multiple main points are followed by sub-points, which are followed by more sub-points.  In both an organisation chart and a document outline, using hierarchical organisation allows you to provide multiple levels of structured information.

You can do the same with a Website. You can provide several main points, and under each point, you can include sub-points.  For example, the CARS Web site uses hierarchical organisation to structure the main pages according to the major topics, as shown in Fig 2 











Fig 2 – Hierarchical organisation

Linear Organisation

When you organise information in a linear structure, you impose a particular order on it.  Instructions and procedures are examples of this type of organisation. if you've ever used a Microsoft Windows-type Wizard. you've seen linear organisation in action.  You start the Wizard, and then you proceed in a linear fashion from one screen to the next until you click Finish.  You can back up a step or two if necessary, but if you don't complete all the steps, you terminate the procedure.

At a Web site that uses linear organisation, a visitor can move forward and backward within a sequence of pages but cannot jump to other pages.  Because this can occasionally frustrate a visitor who wants to get to other pages, you need to use linear organisation only when it's necessary.  For example, at our CARS site, we used linear organisation to walk a visitor through requesting a brochure, as shown in Fig 3










Fig. 3 -  Linear organisation

Here are some guidelines to keep in mind when you use linear organisation:

· When visitors to your site are working through pages that are organised in a linear fashion, they can't roam to other pages.  Therefore, be sure the linear process is essential to the task at hand.

· Keep the linear sequence as short as possible so that visitors focus on the process and complete it successfully.

Webbed Organisation

Webbed organisation is a fairly new type of organisation that has evolved with online technology and provides visitors with multiple, unorganised paths to resources at a site.  A visitor can link from one Web page to many other pages at the same Web site or at another Web site.  You often hear stories about Web surfers becoming disoriented or lost - they don't know where they are or where they've been.  Webbed organisation is often the culprit

An example of effective webbed organisation, though, is an online index that's extensively cross-referenced.  The CARS site provided an index of the available models and cross-referenced each model to its specific features and to other models.  Fig 4 shows how this works.
















Fig 4 – Webbed organisation

Here are some guidelines to keep in mind when you are using webbed organisation:

· Provide information on each page that helps visitors orient themselves.  For example, include a running footer or company-logo (keep it small) on each page.

· Provide a link to your home page on all pages.  If you do so, visitors can easily return to a familiar page.
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