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Overview

When considering what your web site represents to you and your site’s visitors it is tempting to say “my business”. But to gain real benefit from the site, especially in its early stages of creation, focus must be given to its main function. It may have a secondary function but it is important to keep in mind the primary objectives.

Below are some examples of main focuses and some notes related to such sites.

Selling Products and Services

Most people think of products and services when they visit a company’s website. Visitors can be split into new purchasers, returning clients or people looking for details on your offerings. The selling part is mainly focused on converting visitors into purchases. Other types of sites exist to support clients, advertise services, etc. E-Commerce sites do include these functions but the site’s main focus is on completing the transaction (product catalogs, credit card processing, shipping, order status, inventory control and links to accounting).
Strategy: To reach sales targets and reduce shopping cart abandons, you'll need to focus on an all-in-one e-Commerce site complete with catalogs, products, shopping cart, shipping and a payment gateway and that provides an immersive and seamless shopping experience. Include extras like upselling, recommended products, product galleries and credible product information.

Example: We have good success using Magento Community Edition for smaller sites (up to several thousands of items in the product catalogs).

Build Your Community

Clients and visitors in general like to be able to interact with likeminded people. Typical user experiences include community message boards, blog postings; interactive tools, videos/pictures; and other rich media solutions (think games!). The organization needs to have conversations (as people do with other social media sites) to current members and attract new ones.
These sites are often used to build viewership around focused topics – a common topic used in lots of places is the “product review” site. The goal for these people, commercially, is to build a large visitor count and then sell advertising space on their sites.
Strategy: To build an online community, you'd need to nurture a social site with a discussion forum and post regular news on a blog to keep visitors coming back. Upload content, usually images, videos, documents, presentations, pod casts and other rich media. Building of a member’s area and newsletter is also highly recommended. To make this type of site work the principles must be very energized and be considered “domain experts” in terms of the content of the site – e.g. a golf pro building a site for their local club.
Example: There are many possibilities for building such a site and usually there is more than one appropriate solution. For small sites people often start with WordPress and migrate towards a more complex content management system (CMS) such as Drupal.

Improved Customer Service
You will need to talk to some customers. You should make it easy for them to contact you. Often the customer needs to contact you since they do not find the answers to their questions on the web site. An automated, self-service, customer services web site can greatly reduce the number of support calls made directly to the company.

Strategy: A self-help portal often requires a good, focused, and well organized FAQ page. The published material should direct customers to “how-to” and “do-it-yourself” articles on your site. These FAQ pages are also excellent sources for search engine optimization (SEO) activities. Additionally, allowing the customer to pre-qualify their support requirements via a web form prior to direct contact often makes the process more efficient and customer friendly. For some sites a “Live Help” solution is excellent – these solutions offer the web visitor the opportunity to have a Q&A with a support person via text messaging on the site. Lastly a Wiki implementation is used to larger, more complex sites where the community is large and active.
Example: There are many sites using these types of solution – just look at any communications company (e.g. AT&T Support Center), electronic sites (e.g. BestBuy Customer Service).

Generate New Leads

When selling, especially high valued goods and services, a web site can be used to generate new sales leads. This is often less intrusive than cold calling when selling higher end products.
Strategy: There is a similarity to the tools used for the customer service type site.  Lots of detailed FAQ examples on everything from engagement through post-sales support. Web forms allow the gathering of qualified information related to specific topics. Basic information such as price ranges, purchasing period, etc. are all captured as part of the form’s submission. In addition to the FAQ documentation pages for customer testimonials and customer feedback are also required.
Example: There are many sites using these types of solution – in fact almost all professional sites with goods and services will have one or both testimonials or feedback pages.

Amplify Your Voice
A web site is a great platform for marketing communications. All business needs to announce their news and let clients know of important activities within the company. These include, but definitely not limited to, PR releases, blog postings, news items, commentary on invents and news within your business sector, and newsletters.

Strategy: Publish, publish, publish – it is really that simple.  The more a company publishes the more links they get to their site and usually the higher they appear in web based searches – bringing more visitors to your site. Content must be specific and engaging. It is very similar to a community site with the focus on pushing information rather than interacting with visitors.

Example: As with community sites there are many possibilities for building such a site and usually there is more than one appropriate solution. For small sites people often start with WordPress and migrate towards a more complex content management system (CMS) such as Drupal.

Summary

Which one is your primary objective for your site? What are your thoughts about your Online Business Requirements? Does one of these typical site types match your needs? If you are struggling to make one match chances are that you need a more complex site that you realized.  It can be built but it is still recommended to select one focus to start and build out the site over time.

Remember, your website is so much more than an online brochure or an online catalog. It is an essential part of your business and it can be used to integrate sales, support and marketing channels.
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