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 Preface 
Two potential book titles came to me while I was writing this book. One was Internet 
Services for Real People and the other was The Internet Service Revolution. Neither title 
was quite right, as pointed out by my editor, but each encapsulates my underlying 
motivation for writing this book. 

In a nutshell, I want to see "real people" better served on the Internet. Real people need to 
do everyday things to run their hectic lives, and the Web can help them do that. I want to 
see the Internet come of age as a service medium because it has the potential, if harnessed 
correctly, to emancipate customers rather than frustrate and restrain them. 

Over a period of two years I was actively involved in many forms of customer and 
internal testing of e-service concepts and Web sites, across a number of industries and in 
relation to many different e-service offerings and e-customers (for a comprehensive 
description of testing techniques see Chapter 3). 

In doing this testing, a theme kept recurring: Give customers something useful because if 
you ignore what they're trying to do by visiting your Web site, your Web site will only be 
irrelevant to them and frustrate them. It was customers'frustration that first made me 
think about writing this book. 

I feel that, if I encourage all parties involved in Internet development to ask their 
customers and themselves the right questions, for the right reasons, we will all be a lot 
better off. And this needs to be an integrated effort, within and between businesses and 
their development partners. I feel frustrated, however, because I observe many people 
with motivations fueled by the search for the "quick buck," rather than the search for 
lasting customer value. 

For years, marketers have talked about the market-of-one phenomenon as the lynchpin 
for creating lasting customer value. We now have a medium that allows us to market to 
individuals more effectively than we ever have before. And yet, people carry over their 
old, constrained, and ineffectual, so-called customer-relationship strategies to the Web. 

Despite this, I feel encouraged because things are starting to change. I salute those people 
who realize that the Web needs to be a part of peoples'everyday lives, and are creating 
useful Web sites that address real customer needs. 

That's important because we're on the verge of what I call the "e-service revolution"—a 
revolution than can be created equally by service providers and their customers. E-service 
providers need to take the initiative to talk to customers and do things differently as a 
result. There's nothing new in talking to customers; we just have a better chance of 
getting results with the Web in the mix, and we have a lot more to lose, a lot more 
quickly, if we don't find out what we need to know and change the way we do things. 
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And so, in the interests of helping e-service providers, and their development partners, 
harness the opportunity to do right by their e-customers, and create lasting value, I have 
made the effort to describe the necessary Web site development process from beginning 
to end. In doing so, I have addressed what it takes to create not just "Web sites," but 
Web-based e-service systems or applications that are integrated with an e-service 
provider's business. 

It takes discipline to create a good Web site. Part of that discipline is talking to customers 
and effectively translating their needs, attitudes, and behaviors into the requisite Web site 
experience. And I hope what I have written helps you translate customer needs into 
strategies and practices at every step in your development process. 

That doesn't mean that this book will give you a list of shrink-wrapped instructions you 
can tick off as you go. If that's what you're expecting, you're reading the wrong book. 
However, if you're prepared to be challenged to think about things differently, and to take 
concepts and ideas and develop them further in the context of your own e-customers and 
what they're trying to do, this book is perfect for you. And I hope you'll get a lot out of 
reading it. 

To get the most out of this book, bear in mind that the pictures are an integral part of the 
story. If you skip the pictures, you'll miss a lot of the new ideas and concepts that make 
this story different. If you take the time to inspect and understand the pictures, you'll be 
rewarded with new ideas and insights, because I've put some things together in new ways. 

In fact, exploration is a key tenet of this book. I see us exploring, together, how the e-
service revolution can be brought about. And I'm thankful to those who have come before, 
because I've borrowed from their ideas to explore how they can be aggregated and 
applied to the Web. 

I wish you well in your endeavors to provide lasting value to real people and in creating 
the e-service revolution. And I believe that you are an important part of our collective 
learning process, and would like to hear from you as you have insights and create new 
ideas. 

Jodie Dalgleish 
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 Chapter 1. Being Customer-Effective 
An evolution has occurred. 

But there are still many more barriers to break through. 

Things Have Changed 
The evolution of electronic service has been swift and convincing. Businesses have 
adopted Web technologies and so have customers. Customers can now do anything from 
order a pizza to actively manage our investment portfolio—if they have the patience and 
the know-how. 

While businesses have been taken with their rapid evolution in applying the Web, they've 
been, unwittingly, overtaken by customer expectations. Customers now expect more than 
is being delivered. A game of tag has occurred between businesses and their customers, 
and at the moment customers are "it." 

Businesses and their suppliers have focused on taming the Web as a new medium, and 
that hasn't been an easy task. And it's far from over yet. In many ways, businesses have 
led customers into the new era of electronic servicing. They've tagged customers and said, 
"You're it. If you want to use it—here it is." 

And customers have learned quickly. They've been getting themselves connected, 
working out how to find their way around cyberspace, and starting to "do stuff" on the 
Web. They've stuck with us as we've struggled to make a go of e-commerce. But now 
they want more. They want Web sites that are driven by their needs; the things they need 
to do as customers. 

Of course, it's not as if we haven't done well. We've done amazingly well, if you think 
about the rate at which we've had to do it. We've learned how to design good Web sites 
(which is not as easy as it sounds). We've started to develop content that is more than 
online brochures. We've learned that information architecture and navigation are 
important, and we (sometimes) create structures and scenarios for our Web sites. We've 
even developed new off-the-shelf technologies making core functionality accessible to 
small and big business. 

But we can't rest on our laurels. We need to let customers tag us and pass on the 
challenge. We need to be asking customers what we need to do now. Customers will 
quickly let us know whether we've developed electronic services that meet their needs. 

On balance, it seems we've fallen short somewhere. We haven't had enough time or 
resources to get everything right the first time. We've not been able to completely 
understand customers' needs in an electronic environment and translate them into 
customer-effective Web site design, content, or functionality, all of the time. 
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Customers have been happy to learn with us, but now they have a grasp of the Web and 
they're ready for more. Unfortunately, this often leads to disappointment as customers go 
to Web sites and find it's a painful or frustrating experience. 

Customers have tagged us. They have learned to do useful things, and they're waiting for 
us to tag them back with e-services that are better, smarter, and faster. 

We need to break through the barriers that prevent us from developing e-services that are 
useful to customers and start developing more customer-effective Web sites. And that is 
the subject of this book. 

 Good Versus Customer-Effective Web Sites 
Customer-effective Web sites allow customers to do things they need to do as customers, 
such as set-up, change, or discontinue products and services. Customers adopt customer-
effective Web sites into their everyday lives because it makes their dealings with 
businesses easier, more efficient and more rewarding. 

Customers don't understand connectivity, interface design, information architecture, 
navigation, or business process design, and in general, they don't want to. We may do a 
good job on all these fronts and still fail to be customer-effective. 

Good Web site design is a means and not an end. The end has to be the end user—the 
customer. We need to approach Web site development from the perspective of what 
customers need to do online. 

Consider the following scenarios: 

A customer selects a product on a Web site and then tries to order it. The Web site moves 
the customer through a number of screens based on the information the customer 
provides. A designer has created some great screens, but they do not address the 
customer's need for information or reassurance throughout the order process. The 
customer goes through only a few screens and then bails out—another lost sale, and 
chances are that no one will ever know about it. 

Now, say, the screens are well designed and give the customer everything necessary to 
complete the order—the customer successfully completes the order and it reaches the 
business providing the purchased product. But the business process presents requirements 
that weren't met in the online process—there are holdups in fulfilling the order, and a 
service representative has to phone the customer to get more information. The customer 
was expecting the product to arrive, not to answer any more questions. The result is a 
disgruntled customer who decides to use the phone the next time—so much for the time 
and effort that went into developing online ordering. 

To be customer-effective in either scenario, we would have to provide both a Web site 
that makes it easy for customers to find, evaluate, and choose the exact product desired 
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and an order process that is easy and comfortable to use. Underpinning this would be an 
organizational fulfillment process that is at one with the Web-based order process and 
that provides the product more conveniently than ordering it by any other means. 

To provide a customer-effective order process, we need to understand the way customers 
seek, evaluate, and choose products; consider the way the Web site takes the customer 
through the process (which involves interface design, information architecture, 
navigation, and content); and understand how the order is received and dealt with by the 
service provider (business process design and its relationship to the Web site). 

Being customer-effective is about finding out what customers need to do on your Web 
site to operate effectively as customers, and creating an end-to-end electronic service 
experience that makes that activity painless and rewarding. 

Why is it so Hard to Create Customer-Effective 
Web Sites? 
We can be honest here: it isn't easy for businesses, and in turn their development partners, 
to be customer-effective. 

There are a number of forces at play, and they all add up to making our job difficult. If 
we understand what stands in the way of creating customer-effective Web sites, maybe 
we'll be better at doing it. 

So why is it so hard to create customer-effective Web sites? 

It Requires New Ways of Doing Business 

Over time, organizations have become more and more marketing-oriented. In other words, 
they've become more aware of what customers want to buy and are concerned with 
providing products and services that meet customer needs (in a way that is hopefully 
better than their competition). 

Being marketing-oriented requires customer involvement. Somewhere along the line 
customers have to be factored into the business to find out what they want to buy and 
how to best develop and deliver it. Unfortunately, customer involvement is not as easy as 
it sounds, and businesses have had to work around the constraints of noninteractive media 
as best they can. 

Without the Web and its integration with e-mail, dialogue with customers is very difficult. 
Businesses rely on traditional research techniques such as focus groups, interviews, and 
questionnaires to find out what customers think and want. Businesses also use traditional 
marketing techniques such as direct mail, competitions, and coupons to solicit feedback. 



The Web has allowed us for the first time ever, to have a real chance to get close to our 
customers, in real time. Businesses have talked about the "market of one" phenomenon 
where they can tailor their offer to an individual, for ages, but there hasn't been a medium 
intimate or immediate enough to achieve it. Until now. 

The problem is that businesses are not geared for the opportunity. Business structures 
inherently reflect the constraints they have always encountered. Business process has 
been developed for organizational efficiency and effectiveness and has been fine-tuned 
on the basis of customer feedback as it has been acquired, not driven by customers as part 
of the business. 

Now businesses and their development partners have to deliberately think about letting 
customers get as close to the business as they want, and this is new. At the same time, we 
need to start engineering our business to make that closeness real. 

And that's not all. We all have to deal with higher customer expectations and find new 
techniques for getting close to our customers because traditional business and Web 
development techniques aren't enough anymore. 

The Web is an intimate medium, and as soon as customers use a Web site, they're getting 
closer to your business than they ever have before—because they're interacting with you 
in real time. 

In his book Customer Service on the Internet, Jim Sterne gives us a model for thinking 
about increased customer expectations and access to a business. As customers get closer 
and closer to a business on the Web, their expectations of what they should have access 
to increases. Customers started off with access to information and then wanted access to 
problem resolution. As customers were given access to problem resolution they then 
wanted access to people. As customer were given access to people they then wanted 
access to business process. The more you integrate your e-customers into your business, 
the more they will want to be a part of your business (see Figure 1-1). 

Figure 1-1. Each level of customer integration raises customer 
expectations of being given access to the next level. Source: Customer 
Service on the Internet by Jim Sterne. Copyright © 1999. Reprinted by 

permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
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The Web, by its very nature, brings customers closer. The fact that businesses aren't 
really integrating customers into their business processes is obvious to customers. 
Businesses are caught in the upward spiral of increasing customer expectations, and 
customers now expect to get closer and closer to business processes as a result of being 
on the Web. 

This book will help businesses determine how they can bring their customers closer, 
translate that into specific requirements for customer-effective Web sites, and integrate 
electronic servicing into their business processes. 

E-Service is Experiential 

The Web is an active medium. Web sites are places where customers can do things. 
Customers can click on objects to go to different places and enter information into tools 
and forms to receive immediate, or delayed, results and feedback. Customers partake in 
an experience when they interact with Web sites. 

This means that we have to anticipate and understand peoples' random and often, 
unpredictable behavior and the context of those behaviors. And we are subject to all the 
complications that come along with humans trying to successfully use a computer 
interface. 

The Complexities of Behavior 

Behavior is a complex issue because everybody behaves differently, and that behavior is 
often random. Customer behavior has always been difficult to pin down. Unfortunately, 
in e-space this is compounded even more because everything is driven by an action. 



Behavior can be seen from different angles in e-space: as the path people take through 
cyberspace, the way people learn to use Web sites, and the context in which they use 
those Web sites. 

People can take multiple paths through cyberspace, both within and between Web sites—
they can jump around all over the place if they feel like it. It becomes a nightmare trying 
to anticipate every path to or within your Web site—the possible variations are endless. 
So how can we anticipate people's needs while they're on a Web site if we don't know the 
way they are going to behave? 

We have to make some informed guesses about what people want to do on our Web sites 
and how they came to be there, and then we have to respond appropriately. This gets 
translated into an interface that allows customers to do what they want. Unfortunately, 
this is also fraught with issues. 

Interface Issues 

When people are faced with a computer interface, they have to learn how to use it. There 
are "rules" that apply. Think back to when you were a novice Web user and were learning 
to find your way around. You had to learn the cues—the language and images that 
indicate what you may do and how it should be done. 

People learn in different ways and draw on previous experiences when learning new 
things. This is compounded on the Web where people learn through doing. We are faced 
with a circular problem. We have to help customers learn to use our interface, and yet we 
don't necessarily know how they will behave and, therefore, how they will learn. Neither 
do we necessarily know the previous experiences and assumptions they draw on when 
using a new interface. 

The temptation is to develop interfaces that we can use ourselves, that make sense to us. 
The problem is that, in almost all cases, we're not the actual user and, generally, we've 
forgotten what it was like to be a novice user. 

To complicate matters even further, interfaces aren't easy things to design well anyway. 
The presentation and navigation of information is multidimensional, and yet an interface 
is two dimensional. The choices that people make when interacting with an interface are 
multivariate. In other words, people have to make multiple choices when interacting with 
a Web site. When we try to visually present multiple choices, we run into trouble—two 
dimensions just isn't enough. 

In his book Envisioning Information, Edward Tufte points out that "nearly every escape 
from flatland [two dimensions] demands extensive compromise trading off one virtue 
against another…even our language…lacks immediate capacity to communicate a sense 
of dimensional complexity." We have no choice but to make trade offs when presenting 
multidimensional information in two dimensions. 



And how do we know what we should be trading off if we don't know exactly how a 
customer is going to behave? Who is to say whether a certain path through complex 
information is more logical than another?[1] 

[1] Envisioning Information by Edward R. Tufte. Copyright ©1990, Graphics Press. 

People struggle every day to categorize information in a way that makes sense to 
themselves and others. We try to order our thoughts. When we do this on a Web site, we 
run into problems because people organize information in different ways. If we could 
understand what motivates people to behave a certain way on a Web site, we might have 
a better chance of presenting information in a way that makes sense to them. 

And once we've categorized information and presented it in two dimensions, we have to 
provide visual cues that help customers find their way around. Visual cues are extremely 
powerful, especially in the Web environment, where they are associated with doing 
things. We can send customers off on a wild goose chase when they interpret a visual cue 
differently from the way we thought they would. In trying to provide visual guidance, we 
create a double-edged sword for ourselves. Unless we know all the ways a cue can be 
interpreted by our customers, how can we be sure they mean what we think they do? And 
does a cue change meaning depending on the context customers find themselves in? 

A customer's use of a Web site is not a stand-alone experience; it is likely to be part of a 
range of Web sites visited in relation to a range of pursuits. Baecker et al. in their book, 
Readings in Human-Computer Interactions liken human-computer interaction to "the 
blind person's interface to a cane. Yet like blind users of canes, computer users want to be 
primarily focused on their work in the world, not on their canes." The cane covers lots of 
different surfaces on a number of different routes. Each place encountered is part of the 
journey. This is true of customers on the Web, who use a computer interface to access a 
whole range of Web sites in their efforts to explore and traverse their world.[2] 

[2] Readings in Human-Computer Interaction Toward the Year 2000 by Rondi M. Baecker et 
al. Copyright ©1995, Morgan Kaufman Publishers, Inc. 

It seems that good interface design is both a science and an art. 

This book will help us to better understand customers and will offer some ideas on how 
we can better create Web site experiences that allow customers to do what they need to 
do as customers. 

We Have Multiple Audiences 

In the world of traditional marketing, we're used to defining our target audiences and 
selecting media to reach them. This doesn't really work on the Web, because we have far 
less control over who sees our Web sites—they can be browsed by anyone who visits a 
cybercafe or who has access to a PC, an Internet connection, and a browser. 
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There is a range of audiences that could come to your Web site, for very different reasons. 
They could be customers, prospects, researchers, the media, or even competitors. Can we 
possibly create rewarding experiences for all these different audiences—and would we 
want to? Probably not. However, we need to be aware that a Web site is not sacrosanct to 
one particular audience, and we will need to juggle or trade off different audience needs. 

This book will give businesses insight into defining their audience and balancing 
different customers' needs. 

It Requires Integration 

Creating customer-effective Web sites is obviously a multifaceted endeavor. We need to 
understand the complexities of customer behavior and also need to know how to translate 
customer behavior into effective interface design and development on many levels. Many 
skills are needed within and across businesses and suppliers. 

To illustrate, consider again the scenario in which a customer tries to order a product on a 
Web site. 

To develop a process for progressing the customer through the order process, a business 
needs to take into account marketing and customer service requirements and relate this to 
existing service processes and systems. Then these requirements need to be 
communicated clearly to Web site developers and system architects who will, together, 
create the Web site and realize e-customers' end-to-end service experience. And then 
there's also the customer research and testing that must be factored into the development 
process. 

A variety of disciplines are required to create customer-effective Web sites because we 
need to understand the way people behave and learn as well as how to translate this into 
effective interfaces and systems. Information technology has come together with other 
disciplines, such as psychology, sociology, and anthropology. 

Not surprisingly then, a lot of different professionals have come into the Web site 
development arena in the past two years, from a variety of backgrounds and disciplines. 
This has resulted in the availability of rich and eclectic skills and ideas, but also 
fragmentation of the industry into multiple areas of specialization. We have behavioral 
analysts, cognitive architects, creative architects, information architects, system architects, 
content strategists, program managers, project managers, producers, consultants, and 
interactive strategists—all working toward creating the ultimate user experience. 

The risk with multiple areas of specialization is that the overall thread will be lost—and 
that thread is what the customer needs to do on the Web. We have to make an effort to 
integrate because, in this environment, it won't happen as a matter of course. 



This book describes the integrated activities businesses and Web site development 
companies need to undertake to develop customer-effective Web sites, within their own 
teams and across all teams required during the project. 

Businesses need to have an integrated internal project team to ensure that all business 
requirements are covered. Similarly, external development teams need to be integrated to 
ensure that design and technical competencies are combined to produce customer-
friendly and technically efficient Web sites. And then, the internal business and external 
development teams need to be integrated to bring together people with relevant skills and 
similar goals at the right times during the life of the project (the integrated project team is 
illustrated in Figure 5-1). 

 Who is Involved? 
Creating customer-effective Web sites is clearly a team effort within and across 
businesses, their suppliers (the "Web site development company"), and customers. Each 
party has a key role to play and responsibilities to accept. 

The integrated team will need to comprise: 

• Businesses 
• Web site development companies 
• Customers 
• Strategists 
• Researchers 

1.. Businesses 

A business is responsible for understanding its customers' service requirements and 
providing its suppliers with a good description of what customers need to achieve as a 
result of visiting its Web site. And the business should provide the overall strategy and 
direction for how it wishes to manage customers via the Web in the short and long term. 

This gets the development process started. From there, the business is responsible for 
providing the information (or "content") that needs to be on the Web site along with 
guidelines on how this information could or should be structured. The business is also 
responsible for making sure its infrastructure supports the Web site strategy; business 
structure and processes need to be examined along with resources. 

As the Web site development company delivers iterations of the concept and the Web site, 
the business is responsible for providing feedback and direction. That feedback and 
direction should be based on internal quality testing as well as customer testing. 

And once the site is up and running, the business is responsible for keeping it running. 
This involves keeping all of the information current and ensuring that the site continues 
to provide a quality customer experience. 
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2.. Web Site Development Companies 

Web sites that give customers access to business process, such as an order process, 
require integration with businesses' existing systems. Someone needs to make sure that 
this integration is achieved and that the system acts efficiently and effectively as a whole, 
from the Web site interface to execution of customer activities within existing business 
systems. Integration may be a primary supplier function performed by a development 
team or by a specialist team of system integrators, or it may be undertaken by the 
business itself. 

Overall, the development company is responsible for helping the business work out what 
it should be doing with its Web site. External organizations that deal with the Web every 
day are in a better position to understand the fundamentals of successful electronic 
servicing than businesses that may not have the same exposure. 

Once the strategy is established, the development company is responsible for translating 
that into a Web site concept and product specification. The product specification will 
describe the system required to meet the business' requirements. The development 
company keeps refining the concept until it meets the business' requirements, and then 
the development company produces the Web site for real. 

3.. Customers 

Customers keep both the business and the Web site development company honest. They 
provide information and feedback that allow the business, in partnership with the 
development company, to provide a customer-effective experience. 

The thing to remember is that customers won't tell you what you need to know unless you 
ask them. And you have to ask them the right things at the right times. Chapter 3 will 
give you a good many things to think about when planning and executing your customer 
testing. 

4.. Strategists 

Sometimes strategists, such as consultants who specialize in Internet strategy, can give an 
even bigger view of what is going on in the world of electronic servicing. Strategists will 
probably always strategize, but their strategies will not be specific to your business or 
your customers unless you've directly employed them. If you're lucky, you may already 
have some people on your team who can offer this level of insight. If so, make sure you 
use them. 

5.. Researchers 

Researchers whose primary function is to research customers' perceptions, attitudes, and 
behavior, are required to keep us in touch with customers, their big-picture needs as well 
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as their specific needs. Failing to understand customers' needs results in lost opportunities 
for competitive advantage. 

Traditional research companies may not yet be up with the play on researching e-services 
and customer responses to Web sites. If they just use traditional interviewing and focus 
group techniques, and don't take into account the electronic medium in their research, you 
may not be getting the full picture. 

You may have people within your business or the Web site development team who can 
perform a research function, but remember, it's always useful to get an objective 
perspective on what you should, and have, developed. 

Putting it All Together 
An integrated project team is one of the keys to success in creating customer-effective 
Web sites. Integration is required within the business, within the development company, 
and across both. 

Figure 1-2 illustrates some of the responsibilities that go into the integrated development 
of customer-effective Web sites across businesses, Web site development companies, and 
customers. 

At the beginning of the project, businesses and their development partners must form 
Internet business strategy and their component Web site strategy on the basis of customer 
service requirements (customer testing techniques are covered in Chapter 3 and a 
business' e-service requirement definition is covered in Chapter 4). Businesses must 
define their specific requirements for a Web site while their development partners begin 
to develop concepts and a specification for their Web site (a Web site development 
company's product, or Web site, specification is covered in Chapter 5). 

Once the specification is agreed between Web site development companies and 
businesses, then businesses begin sourcing content and developing guidelines for the 
presentation of information on their Web site while their development partners begin 
Web site production and database design (the content challenge is covered in Chapter 5). 
While development partners are continuing production at the Web site, businesses 
complete the set-up and process design required to support the Web site and the e-
customer's required service experience (business process improvement is covered in 
Chapter 5). 

Figure 1-2. Responsibilities within an integrated development team 
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Once the Web site reaches a point where business requirements have been met, all parties, 
including the customer, go through a process of testing and redevelopment until the Web 
site delivers against customers' service requirements. And then the Web site is migrated 
from a production to a live environment and the ongoing task of keeping the Web site 
alive begins. 

We will look at the integrated activities of organizations and development companies, 
and a recommended integrated project team structure, in detail in Chapter 5. Project 
milestones are also given in Figure 5-2. 

Meanwhile, we will turn our attention to the customer, who is, after all, the starting point 
in all customer-effective Web site development. 

Chapter 2. What Customers Want 
In a nutshell, customers want e-services that are better, faster, and smarter. And you may 
only get one chance to provide them. 

As I've stood behind customers, in the moment before they experience a business' Web 
site for the first time, I've been poignantly aware of all the expectations they have poised 
in their fingertips as they anticipate swinging into action once the home page downloads. 

I have found that, basically, customers expect a Web site to improve the service they 
receive from the business in question. To a customer, this means getting things done 
easier, faster, and smarter. As soon as customers download a Web site, they expect to 
experience something superior; they expect businesses to have applied this great, new 
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technology to enhance their service experience and to help them, personally, get things 
done. 

And what does it mean to get things done? Well, let's put ourselves in the customers' 
shoes for a moment and think about the things they need to do to find, set up, and 
maintain the services they need. 

Consider things you have to do as part of everyday life: managing your finances, looking 
for a place to live, refinancing the mortgage, setting up cover for the new car or home, 
putting in a second phone line, setting up an electricity account, advising of a changed 
address, remembering birthdays and organizing gifts, ordering stuff you can't find in the 
shops, getting someone to come and fix something, and understanding how something 
works even when you've got the instructions spread all over the place. 

Sound familiar? Now, consider customers in pursuit of superior customer service on the 
Web. What are the types of things they want to do while on a business' Web site? 

They will want to seek out pertinent information and ask questions, evaluate alternatives, 
make choices, and make things happen as quickly as they can once they've made up their 
minds. And, once they've made a decision, they want to be kept in the loop, just to make 
sure they made the right decision or in case something better comes along. They'll keep 
an eye on what the business and their competitors are up to. Or else they'll be busy 
concentrating on other decisions and go back to the business only when something's 
broken or they need something else. 

The Graphics, Visualization and Usability (GVU) Center of Georgia Technology Institute 
have made some inroads into finding out about why people use the Web and the 
experiences they have. The center runs an annual Web user survey, and the results are 
publicly available online (see Netography for the Web site address). It includes some 
pretty smart questions about such things as primary uses of the Web, problems using the 
Web, use of different types of information, important features of Web vendors, 
dissatisfying experiences, purchase decisions and preferences for the Web over other 
media, and pursuits. Questions like these help us to appreciate the dynamics underlying 
customer usage and create more customer-effective Web sites. 

The GVU user survey gives us insight into the fact that customers use the Web to 
perform specific tasks related to the services and products businesses provide. In the tenth 
user survey the most popular pursuit was gathering information for personal needs, 
followed by work/business, education, and shopping. "Time wasting" was ranked almost 
lowest. In addition, people were visiting Web sites weekly to seek out product 
information. 

The survey also shows that the Web is only part of a customer's service experience. 
Customers don't necessarily want to do everything, like purchase, on the Web. GVU 
found that people use the Web as the primary source in making a purchase decision about 
once every one to two months, whether they purchase on the Web or not. In addition, 



people browse product information without the explicit intent to buy once to several 
times each month and search with the explicit intent to buy several times each week or 
month The Web experience may or may not lead directly to purchase, but, irrespective, it 
is an important part of a customer's decision-making process. 

So customers use the Web as a service medium and they go to Web sites to perform 
specific tasks. The Web may also be only one medium a customer relies on during their 
overall service experience. 

 Five "Doing-Areas" 
We can categorize what customers want to do on the Web under five "doing areas," as 
follows: 

1. Evaluate competing businesses and products. 
2. Select products and transact with e-service providers. 
3. Get help. 
4. Provide feedback. 
5. Stay tuned in as e-customers. 

These five areas are all important. Customers will operate in one area more than another 
at a given point in time, depending on where they are at with what they're trying to do. 
We can think of the five areas as a rough progression, from evaluating businesses and 
products to becoming customers to receiving after-sales support and information. 

Now, let's look at each of these "doing areas" in more detail. 

1.. Evaluate Competing Businesses and Products 

Customers have to decide between businesses and products. Web sites are a part of that 
decision-making process. 

When deciding among businesses, customers will either actively or passively get 
information from a company's Web site. Customers want to make sure they like a 
company enough to do business with them. Customers are more likely to actively search 
for, and evaluate, information on a company when they are new to the market for a 
product. They're likely to look at parts of the site that give them an idea of what the 
company is up to. Customers who already have dealings with a business are less likely to 
actively seek out their general company information. However, they may actively seek 
out information on a particular incident or company activity if it affects their preference 
for that company. 

Potential and existing customers will get a feel for a company just by being on its Web 
site. How customer-centric the site feels will give them an idea of the quality of the 
customer service they can expect. How well the company has used technology will give 
customers an idea of how switched on it is. 
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Of course, a company must be the type a customer is looking for, and must offer the type 
of products a customer wants. The search for, and evaluation of, product information is 
key for new and existing customers. Customers will evaluate different products offered 
by one company and by different companies. Sometimes that evaluation will result in a 
sale (either online or offline) and sometimes it won't, but it is all critical to the decision-
making process. Customers may also evaluate product information available in other 
forms, like brochures, as part of their decision-making process. 

The importance of being able to find useful product information has been reinforced in 
GVU's tenth user survey. The survey showed that the provision of quality information is 
the most important attribute of a vendor's site. In addition, the greatest cause for 
customers to leave a site is not being able to find the information they were looking for. 

Customers' evaluation of product information is not about passively viewing product 
blurbs. Customers seek out product information and interact with Web sites, and a 
business, to find out what suits them best. Customers are quick to use any sort of useful 
interactivity to get a better view of what a product offers them, how much that will cost, 
and how easily they can get it. The more usefully interactive product information is, the 
more the customer will use it. 

Mortgage calculators provide a good example of useful interactivity. Customers enter the 
amount of the desired loan, and the various features they require, to find out how much it 
will cost them, over a certain loan period. By changing the variables and running the 
process a few times, customers get a good idea of what they're in for. 

Customers will provide information on themselves to get an intelligent response. This can 
take many forms, not just strictly mathematical as in the mortgage calculator example. 
They will enter information to get a personalized response. And they want as much help 
doing that as possible. They want to compare the various scenarios they've generated and 
the responses they've got, and they may do that right then and there on the Web site or 
come back a few times to try things out. 

Customers will take time out to evaluate products. The more useful the information, the 
more likely they are to spend time evaluating them. If product information is not useful, 
chances are customers will abandon your Web site for someone else's. The tenth GVU 
user survey showed that Web users can spend up to half an hour looking for the 
information they want. 

Sometimes, you can't tell customers everything they need to make a decision. In these 
cases they will ask you questions or request more information. Or customers may not be 
able to locate the information they need, and they'll come straight to you and ask for it. 

At this point, customers are pretty single-minded, and they're unlikely to give you a 
whole lot of background information when asking questions. This can make it difficult to 
direct and respond to customer questions. You can lead customers to ask more 



meaningful questions, if you give them some simple selections to make when entering 
their comments. In fact, sometimes this makes inquiries easier for customers. 

2.. Select Products and Transact with E-Service Providers 

Customers are faced with a lot of choices when they go to a Web site. They will make 
selections to personalize their experience and the services and products they receive. That 
selection will comprise the choices they make to get around your site and identification of 
the things that they want or that particularly interest them. This may involve choosing a 
particular product there and then or setting themselves up to receive information and 
services later. 

And sometimes, that selection will lead to a transaction. This transaction may or may not 
be financial. When customers transact with you, they give you something in return for a 
service. Sometimes that is simply information, for example, when they register to receive 
particular information online. 

Customers have to select the path they take through your site as much as the particular 
services and products they want. They are using your Web site to create a context that is 
relevant to them personally. Selection, then, is the process of personalization. 

When making their selections, customers rely heavily on tools to seek out personally 
relevant information, such as site maps, search functions, indexes, and shortcuts. They 
also use tools that help them receive personally relevant information and services, such as 
entering personal information to create profiles and receive personalized content. 

Personalization is an all or nothing proposition. Personalization should allow e-customers 
to modify the information and functionality they receive on Web sites, based on facts 
related to their own particular situation. E-customers will find Web sites irrelevant and 
intrusive if they do not receive something personally relevant and useful in return for the 
information they have provided. E-customers are more likely to provide personal 
information on Web sites that clearly offer valuable and useful information and 
functionality in return for the information they have provided. 

3.. Get Help 

Customers may seek help at different times, as part of their evaluation process or after 
they have made a selection and transacted. Customers will also seek out help on different 
levels: getting around the site, evaluating what is best for them, and getting the best out of 
something, and solving a particular problem. 

Customers will interact with your site to: 

• Work out how to use your site. Customers want to learn how to get around and 
optimize the use of your site as quickly and easily as possible. 

• Find out how something works once they have it. 



• Resolve a problem online. 
• Find out where to go, or whom to talk to, if they have a problem that can't be 

easily resolved online. 

And don't forget, a Web site is only part of a customer's experience. Customers may also 
seek help outside of your Web site. Tailored advice is still very important and, oftentimes, 
this only comes from talking to someone. 

4.. Provide Feedback 

Customers will provide feedback. This may be voluntarily provided by e-customers 
(unprompted) or solicited (prompted). 

Customers sometimes want to provide feedback on an experience they've had with you, 
either on your Web site, or in general. A Web site provides a medium where people can 
have a good moan without having to talk to someone in person. 

Customers will complain and unprompted feedback is usually negative, unfortunately and 
fortunately. It's unfortunate because it can create a skewed view of how well you are 
doing and fortunate because it provides an outlet that customers may not otherwise have. 
It also gives you a chance to get things right where you may not have otherwise known 
something was wrong. 

Feedback on your Web site may not be particularly helpful, because customers don't 
understand the way your Web site works as well as you do. "Your Web site stinks" might 
be all the feedback you get after a customer has spent half an hour unsuccessfully trying 
to do something useful. You may never find out what the customer was trying to do or 
exactly what went wrong. However, if you prompt feedback in places related to specific 
things you know customers are trying to do, and give them some guidance on what you 
want to know, you're more likely to get useful feedback. 

Customers are more passive when it comes to prompted feedback. However, customers 
will give you information, provided they get something worthwhile in return. A customer 
who is very involved with your company or your product may want to have some 
involvement with the decisions your company makes. Those customers still need to see 
payback for time spent. This payback does not equate to a bribe either. Seeing the 
difference the feedback makes may be enough for a customer. 

5.. Stay Tuned In as E-Customers 

The level of day-to-day involvement e-customers have with businesses as e-service 
providers will determine how much they want to "tune in" to their Web site. For example, 
a bank's customer is more likely to want to use a Web site for frequent transactions than a 
computer supplier's customer who may only purchase once a year. 



Even if customers are not transacting with you on a frequent basis, they will still use your 
Web site to: 

• Access and maintain any information they've given you or that you share as a 
result of your service relationship. 

• Be sure they've gotten the best deal you can provide. 
• Access special deals or offers. 
• Get the most out of the product they've purchased. 

And, again, let's not forget that a Web site is only part of a customer's service experience. 
Customers may have relationships with people within the service-providing organization, 
and these are also an integral part of day-to-day support. 

Seventeen Customer Directives 
When we get in the way of what customers want to do on the Web, they get frustrated. 
What they want to do will comprise getting around a site and making use of the content 
and functionality it offers. 

There are some complaints, or requests, I've heard over and over again, in relation to a 
whole range of Web sites and industries. Customers don't know all the marketing and 
business reasons behind the way a business has done things, they just know what they 
want it to do, and they'll state it in simple terms they understand. 

Here I will share with you what I have come to know as fundamental customer directives. 
There are 17 of them, and they're all given in customers' words. I have also provided 
examples to illustrate the types of roadblocks that drive customers mad. These examples 
are hypothetical but are closely related to real-life experiences that customers have had. I 
have called them "blunders," because that is how customers describe them. We know the 
reasons why these things happen, but customers don't. 

That doesn't mean to say that customers will be equally frustrated by all these blunders. 
They will be most frustrated by what gets in the way of the things they want to do the 
most (and this will change depending on where the customer is at). Also, customers will 
take your Web site on balance. If you give them some very useful things, they may put up 
with some blunders and learn how to get around them (but that's not an excuse for 
making the blunder). 

The following customer directives will give you some triggers for thinking about all of 
the factors that contribute to a frustrating customer experience, the thinking and planning 
that goes into a site, the content that ends up there, the visual interface and interactive 
functionality, and the performance of the system in general. All of these dynamics will be 
explored in depth in this book, and these customer directives will set a frame of reference 
for later. If businesses and Web site designers are aware of what frustrates customers they 
will be more likely to direct their energy into areas most likely to result in customer 
effectiveness. 



And, remember, nothing can replace the value of doing customer testing tailored to your 
own customers and service offerings. The next chapter looks at ways you can do effective 
customer testing and the methods used to uncover these customer directives. 

An overview of the seventeen customer directives is provided in Table 2-1. 

Now let's explore each of these customer directives in more depth. We will look at 
examples of some blunders being made on Web sites to illustrate just how often 
businesses are unwittingly violating these simple customer directives. (The Web sites 
making the blunders, have not been identified, but the scenarios given are based on 
experiences customers are having on those, and similar, Web sites). 

Table 2-1. Seventeen customer directives and their implications 

Customer 
Directive  

Implication  

1. This better be 
worth the wait  

Every piece of content , functionality and design should be 
complete and have a clear purpose.  

2. Tell me what I 
get if I do this  

Make the results of interactions, such as registration, very clear to 
e-customers. Never ask for information without stating what the e-
customer will get in return, especially if some e-customers are 
excluded or a significant time investment is required.  

3. I'll ID myself 
when I'm ready  

Be sensitive about when e-customers want to be anonymous and 
when they don't. Make it clear when e-customers are well known to 
businesses but are anonymous on their Web sites.  

4. Use what I give 
you  

Every action should have a logical consequence.  

5. Let me build my 
knowledge  

Offer information and functionality that lets e-customers build on 
what they already know about a business.  

6. Let me make a 
valid comparison  

Make it easy for e-customers to compare products within and 
across Web-sites.  

7. Don't expect me 
to make a decision 
without the facts  

Don't prompt actions at inappropriate points in e-customers' 
decision-making processes.  

8. Be careful 
second-guessing my 
needs  

Don't make recommendations or offer personalized content unless 
you know enough about the e-customer to be relevant and useful.  

9. Let me get to 
where I need to go  

Let e-customers go straight to important parts of a Web site, such 
as those related to frequently required service requests.  

10. Yes, I want it If e-customers can express their desire for a product or service they 
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Table 2-1. Seventeen customer directives and their implications 

Customer 
Directive  

Implication  

now, what?  should be able to go about getting it right then and there.  

11. Signpost my 
journey  

Provide a centralized, consistent and helpful navigation system that 
doesn't send e-customers off to disparate sub-sites. Always show e-
customers where they are, where they've been and where they can 
go next.  

12. Don't lock me 
out  

Don't invite e-customers to engage in any interaction, such as 
authenticating themselves, when they may be excluded from the 
results of that interaction. Make it very clear when different e-
customers have different privileges.  

13. Don't limit my 
choices  

Whenever Web sites offer selection criteria to e-customers, there is 
a risk the criteria will be wrong or incomplete. E-customers should 
have as much control as possible over what content they receive in 
relation to certain criteria.  

14. Give me 
digestable chunks  

Use the interactivity of the Web to layer the delivery of information 
so that e-customers don't get overloaded with more information 
than they need at one time.  

15. Call a spade a 
spade  

Be honest about what Web site functions will do for e-customers. 
Avoid using fancy labels that overstate the usefulness or 
sophistication of Web site components.  

16. Tell me the info 
you need  

E-customers should not have to use trial and error to complete an 
online process such as ordering or sending an e-mail form. All 
mandatory fields should be clearly stated and error messages 
should be specific and relate to all errors generated in the previous 
interaction.  

17. Don't ignore 
important relationships  

If e-customers have important relationships with people in businesses, they will 
expect that to carry over to their Web sites. This is particularly relevant in the 
case of business-to-business relationships.  

 
 

1.. "This Better be Worth the Wait" 

Everything we offer on the Web is subject to higher expectations because customers have 
to wait for it. 

On the Internet we have to wait for things to download; that's a given. Slow download 
speed is still rated by customers as the biggest negative in their experience of the Web, 



but they live with it. Customers get mad when they wait for a page to download and then 
find there's very little on it. Sometimes it's just obvious that that part of the site is under 
construction. Customers feel that companies should make the effort to complete each 
page before offering it online. 

Under construction 

This doesn't necessarily mean that a business should refrain from presenting a page that is 
"under construction," but it does need to be handled appropriately. Customers will feel 
cheated if they spend time following a path only to find their ultimate destination under 
construction. 

Dead ends 

It is surprising the number of times a customer comes to a "dead end" on a Web site, a 
point where no new content is delivered. This is especially true of Web sites where a 
standard navigation (such as frames) has been used across all product content. A page 
should not be offered if there is no new content available on it. 

Multiplicity 

Another common frustration is taking one path to find information and then taking 
another, only to find yourself receiving exactly the same information. Customers expect 
different paths to reflect different customer needs, and they get annoyed when they find 
the same information having taken different paths. This is particularly problematic in 
relation to calculative or scenario-based functionality, where the customer sees quite 
different variables and considerations leading to exactly the same outcome. If the 
outcome is the same for all the different variables, why would a customer bother going 
through the process of generating scenarios always to end up at the same place? 

Gratuitous content and functionality 

Download time also makes customers more sensitive to time wasting. Customers will see 
anything that doesn't exist for a reason as gratuitous. This doesn't mean they don't want 
graphics or other interesting and creative devices on Web sites; they just want these 
things to be a worthwhile part of the journey, and, therefore, worth the wait. 

Blunders: Navigation leading to nothing 

Say a Web site offers "tips from other customers" as part of the standard navigation for 
evaluating products. However, only one in five products actually has customer tips 
associated. When the customer clicks on "customer tips," chances are, there won't be any. 
This will get annoying after a while. The level of annoyance would be even greater if it 
was something fundamental, like product prices, that was sporadically available. 

Worthless downloads 



Consider a company who has run a series of TV ads and has decided to profile those ads 
on their Web site. Customers can click on a picture of a screen shot from each of the TV 
ads and this starts a download. The download takes about five minutes. Customers who 
complete the download find it to be a reproduction of the TV ad, nothing more, nothing 
less. They wonder why they bothered taking the time to see something they've already 
seen on TV. After all, TV is a better medium for the ad anyway. They expect the Web 
site to give them more information, to complement the ads, not just reproduce them. 

2.. "Tell Me What I Get if I do This" 

Web sites can't show everything all on one level. It's just physically impossible. We have 
to put different information on different levels and give customers paths to navigate their 
way through it. 

Customers need to make an informed decision of whether or not it is worth their while to 
head down a particular path or partake in a particular process. The more we can tell 
customers about the consequences of their actions, the better. And "telling" a customer 
what's going to happen, or is happening, will involve written and visual cues. 

Blind action and hidden consequences 

Unfortunately, we often don't make a certain path clear to customers and they don't know 
what they're committing to when taking a certain action. The result of an action isn't 
always clear. This means that customers will not try the action or will try it and be 
disappointed or confused. 

This is particularly problematic when customers become eligible for something as a result 
of a transaction, but don't know exactly what that is until after the transaction. This might 
result in customer delight if they are eligible for more than they expect, but, chances are, 
they'll be disappointed. 

Also, when customers are considering whether or not to purchase online, they want to 
know what the process is and need help every step of the way (including confirmation of 
a successful purchase at the end of the process). Customers often feel uncertain about 
what's happening to them if they don't understand the steps they're going through. This 
lack of understanding sometimes results in fear, and this will prevent some customers 
from purchasing online. 

Hidden time requirements 

Some processes take up a lot of customer time, but the customer doesn't know that up 
front. Customers don't mind investing a bit of time if the payback is good, but they get 
angry when things unexpectedly pop up along the way. Downloads are particularly 
problematic because of the time taken to complete them. Many customers also aren't 
comfortable with performing downloads; they feel they don't know enough about what's 



going on. Some customers will venture a download, but they need to know exactly what's 
involved up front and receive help along the way. 

Blunders: Blind registration 

A researcher comes to a Web site to find out about a particular piece of research they 
know has been completed by a research organization. They are not a client, as such, but 
are prepared to register and pay for the research if necessary. 

On coming to the Web site the researcher finds that the information they want is not 
publicly available. The Web site does, however, offer registration. There are two types of 
registration, one for clients and one for a complimentary account. There is no explanation 
of what the registration processes will offer. Irrespective of this, the researcher is willing 
to register for a complimentary account, because they expect it to give them access to the 
piece of research they're looking for. 

The researcher goes through four screens to complete the registration process. (It would 
have been five or six if someone else had chosen the same username or password as they 
did.) On completing the registration process, it finally becomes clear to the researcher 
what they are eligible for. It turns out that they can access the research they want, but 
they can't access the full transcript without client access. 

The researcher now has to go back and find out what is required to qualify for client 
access. They are perturbed that they didn't know, up front, what they had to do to get the 
information they wanted. Let's hope the research, if they can actually get hold of it, is 
worth all this hassle. 

The sequence the researcher goes through is shown in Figure 2-1. 

3.. "I'll ID Myself When I'm Ready" 

Sometimes customers want to be anonymous and sometimes they want you to know 
exactly who they are. Customers use their anonymity as a basis for getting impartial 
advice and information without any sales pressure. This tends to be early in the process 
when a customer is evaluating alternatives. 

The importance of anonymity is reinforced in GVU's tenth user survey, where people 
agreed strongly with the statement that they valued their anonymity on the Internet and 
enjoyed online shopping because of the absence of sales pressure. 

Figure 2-1. Blind registration. 
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However, if customers want to transact with you, and if they have a history with you, 
they may well want you to know who they are. This is likely to be later in the process 
when identification benefits the customer. 

Problems arise when we misjudge when people want to be anonymous and when they 
want to be identified. Forcing customers to identify themselves too early in an inquiry 
process could prevent them from going through with it. Additionally, Web sites 
sometimes don't make it clear whether customers are anonymous or not. Customers can 
sometimes incorrectly surmise that they have been identified, and then get disappointed 
when they don't receive personalized information. 

4.. "Use What I Give You" 

If you ask customers for information, they expect you to use it in some way. This applies 
to information that returns a response then and there, as well as later on. 

If customers are using functionality, such as a calculator, or a drop-down menu, to create 
outcomes from different scenarios or selections, they expect the information they enter to 
directly affect the outcome. Customers get frustrated when they enter information and it 
doesn't change the outcome. 

Similarly, if customers give you information about themselves during their Web-site 
experience, and then you don't use it for anything useful to them, they wonder why you 
needed it in the first place. 



In addition, customers expect Web sites to remember things so they don't have to tell you 
the same thing over and over. This is particularly true when customers transact—if they 
seek to do a number of transactions sequentially, and they give you personal information 
the first time, they expect you to remember it, to save them from rekeying it each time. 

Blunders: Go-nowhere selection 

A customer wants to find out the cost of a phone call to, say, part of the United States. 
They find a calculator that allows them to enter where they're calling, and when, to find 
out the cost of the call. The calculator returns the cost of the call, and also presents a 
drop-down list from which the customer can select the time at various places called. The 
customer would have to select the exact place they are calling from the drop-down list to 
find out the time there. The customer is confused as to why the tool couldn't tell them the 
time at the place they were calling at the same time as telling them the cost of the call—
they had already provided information on where they were calling. 

Insufficient memory 

A customer wants to buy a mobile phone. They go through some scenarios on the Web 
site to work out what they need. The Web site recommends a particular type of mobile 
phone and the customer decides to get it. The customer clicks through to purchase the 
product but finds that the form needs some information identical to what they've already 
entered. 

OK so maybe they can live with that. They then fill out the form to purchase the product. 
They then realize that they also need to sign up for the call plan that goes along with the 
mobile phone. Having ordered the mobile phone, they go on to sign up for the call plan 
they want. They get a form to sign up and discover that a lot of the information they just 
filled in on the previous mobile phone form hasn't been captured in this form either, and 
they have to rekey it. 

By this time the customer is getting a little frustrated and is thinking, "This could have 
been easier." The customer submits the form to sign up for the call plan but they get an 
error message telling them that they haven't filled the form in correctly. They go back to 
fix the form but find that some of the information they filled in the last time has 
disappeared. Now the customer is really annoyed. If the error messages or the forms 
aren't very helpful as well, this customer could end up going back and forth a number of 
times to rekey, rekey, and rekey. 

Chances are that this will be the last time they try and order something on that Web site. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-2. 

Figure 2-2. Insufficient memory. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch02lev1sec2&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch02fig02#ch02fig02


 

 
 

5.. "Let Me Build My Knowledge" 

Because Web sites are not the only medium that customers have to find out about 
companies and their products, they expect Web sites to "make sense" in relation to all of 
the dealings and exposure they have with a company. 

Customers expect businesses to tell them more than what they already know, not repeat 
everything they've already been told without offering anything new. It also sticks out like 
a sore thumb when known parts of the business or product offerings are obviously 
excluded from the Web site. 

If customers already know your company, they expect to be able to learn more. 

Of course, this directive is largely to do with integration; integrated marketing and 
customer service. And this is something we will explore in more detail later in this book. 

Blunders: Incomplete offering 



Consider a telecommunications company that offers connectivity to the Internet through 
an ISP (Internet Service Provider). A customer goes to the company's Web site to find 
out about its ISP's rates relative to their current ISP. But, mysteriously the company's 
Web site makes no mention of its ISP. The customer is baffled and confused as to why 
such a relevant service would be missing from the Web site. They then find out, in "other 
links," that the ISP has a separate Web site, so they go there. But, they still can't 
understand why there are two Web sites. Both sites may represent two companies, but 
they're all part of the same service as far as the customer is concerned. 

Insufficient interactivity 

A customer who is evaluating different mortgage options goes to the Web site of a 
financial services provider. The customer has already gathered information from a few 
other Web sites and is hoping to be able to decide among them. However, when the 
customer gets to this particular Web site they find the available information to be nothing 
more than what they already have in the provider's brochures. The Web site does not 
provide the customer with information relevant to their particular situation. Chances are 
that this company will not win the sale as the customer moves on to check out the next 
Web site. 

6.. "Let Me Make a Valid Comparison" 

Customers evaluate products and services against each other; those products may be 
offered by one company or across companies. Customers also want to compare the value 
of the different information offerings on your Web site. 

Inconsistent product information 

Customers get frustrated when product information is presented in such a way that it 
makes a valid comparison difficult. Lack of consistency in how product information is 
presented makes comparison difficult for customers, and that relates to consistency in 
visual presentation and access as well as it does to the nature of the content that's 
provided. 

Ignoring relativity 

Customers also struggle when Web sites ignore obvious relationships between products 
they are evaluating. Some products are obviously related, or maybe even packaged, by 
the service provider, and yet the customer finds that the Web site does not relate those 
products at all through content or even basic navigation. 

Blunders: Difficult product comparisons 

Consider a customer who wants to select a day-to-day checking account. On visiting a 
site they find information on a range of checking accounts. The customer starts off with a 
list of the accounts available and clicks through to evaluate the first one. Having 



evaluated the first one, the customer has to go back in order to click through to evaluate 
the second one, and so on for the seven checking accounts available—forward and back 
seven times. 

But then the customer realizes that the last three accounts are actually complementary to 
the checking accounts; they detail the different ATM and card options. The customer then 
has to work out which of the previous four checking accounts these three options relate to. 
It would have been helpful to evaluate those options at the same time as evaluating the 
checking account, not to mention being able to get between products without having to 
go forward and back all the time. 

Company structure versus product comparison 

A customer of a global management consulting company receives good consultancy 
advice on a project and wants to find out what other areas the company could assist with. 
The customer goes to the consulting company's Web site and clicks through on "products 
and services" to get a list of broad service areas. However, none of those services can be 
clicked on for more information. 

The customer then goes back to the home page and realizes that this is an international 
home page and that they will need to select a country-specific Web site in order to get 
information on services. Given that this customer is in the United States, they select the 
U.S. Web site. Now they click through on "products and services" and get a list as long as 
your arm; the list appears to detail every service and subservice available, plus a lot of 
other items that don't even look like products and services. 

The customer starts to go through the list, clicking on the ones that look interesting. 
However, the customer finds that each click returns a new Web site—one for every 
service (each with its own home page). Each of these Web sites is completely different 
and each seems to be more of a brag book for a subsidiary company or department than a 
guide to products and services. 

Needless to say, evaluating services on the Web site would be a labor of love. The 
customer decides it's probably quicker and easier just to call the head consultant on the 
project already completed to find out what other areas the company may be able help 
with. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-3. 

Figure 2-3. Company structure versus product comparison. 
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7.. "Don't Expect Me to Make a Decision Without the Facts" 

Customers are likely to feel like they're being subjected to a hard sell if they do not have 
sufficient information before being faced with a decision or an invitation to purchase. 
There will be some fundamental information that a customer wants before deciding 
whether to purchase. The nature of these fundamentals will depend on the service being 
offered. 

Blunders: Inappropriate timing 

Consider a customer who is evaluating products offered by an electronics company. The 
customer interacts with a tool that helps them identify some solutions to common desktop 
publishing problems. By identifying with some problem scenarios, the customer receives 
some recommendations; a list of software and hardware products with a brief description 
of each product. Next to each product name is a button inviting the customer to "buy 



now." The customer feels uncomfortable with the process at this point because they don't 
feel they know enough about any of the products to purchase anything at that point. 

Missing facts 

Continuing the above scenario, the customer chooses to ignore the inappropriate 
invitation to "buy now" and clicks through to the product page for one of the 
recommended products, a printer. From the product page the customer clicks through to a 
page that allows them to choose the printer model. Here they are again invited to "buy 
now," but unfortunately no prices are given for the different printers, probably because 
each printer must be packaged with software, thus making each combination a different 
price. The customer feels they can't possibly purchase a printer without knowing how 
much it is going to cost, and they bail out of the process at that point. 

8.. "Be Careful Second-Guessing My Needs" 

This area is fascinating. I have observed customers making brilliant and smart use of the 
Web, only to find them ambivalent toward it (or, when too much liberty is seen to be 
taken; disdainful). You would think that anything that helps customers personalize or 
customize what they get from a Web site would be a good thing. Wrong. 

I've had to put my disappointment aside to realize that usefulness is just that. We are 
limited in our knowledge of our customers, one way or another. The better we know our 
customers, the more we can directly address their needs. But that's stating the obvious, 
right? Maybe. But sometimes we need to remind ourselves of the obvious because lots of 
Web sites just aren't getting this right. 

Be very careful assuming you know what customers need—what they need to know or 
what they need to get. Remember that their use of a Web site is only part of their whole 
experience, and what you know from a customer's Web site behavior may not tell you 
enough to second-guess what makes them tick. 

Personalization 

Many Web sites invite customers to personalize content and functionality for their own 
uses. Creating a home page has become quite a common concept—and maybe that's part 
of the problem. People take an idea that may have worked on another site and apply it to 
their own, without realizing the fundamentals of what it takes to make it successful. 

To work well, personalization is dependent on what's being personalized. Personalized 
irrelevance is never going to be relevant. Customers just can't be bothered with the 
process of personalization unless they get something that's useful to them. And, of course, 
the process has to be user-friendly as well. Customers do not want to go through a painful 
process to create something that may not end up being useful to them. 

Recommendations 



Many Web sites also make recommendations to customers. Customers may find these 
useful, be ambivalent, or find them a waste of time and space. Why? Because, to state the 
obvious again, the better we know our customers, the more we can directly address their 
needs. And sometimes we don't know them as well as we think we do. 

So we can make recommendations on what we know we know, and find out what we 
don't know, before making recommendations. For example, we do know what a customer 
has done on our Web site (well, we should). If we base our recommendations on a good 
dose of Web site behavior, then we might have a better chance of being useful. Also, if 
we ask customers to select the things that they find important, or identify with, before we 
start making recommendations, we will also have a better chance of being useful. 

In general, if customers' needs are not well understood, it is better to provide customers 
with adequate, quality information and leave it up to them to make their own decisions, 
rather than take the liberty of second-guessing their needs. 

Decision support 

Customers want to find out which product or service is best for them, and some Web sites 
will offer content and/or functionality to help them make the best choice. That's fine, but 
sometimes this help is couched as "customized solutions"—generating solutions on the 
basis of customer needs. This type of decision support is an all-or-nothing proposition to 
the customer who would say, "Either make a recommendation based on adequate 
knowledge or don't bother making a recommendation." 

Hopefully, this directive will become less needed over time as we utilize the Web to 
better understand our customers. In the meantime, care needs to be taken not to make the 
worst of a good idea. 

Blunders: Ill-informed solutions 

A business customer wants to evaluate the types of advertising and promotion they 
should be engaging in. The customer goes to one of their favorite Web sites, which has a 
center just for small businesses. The Web site says that it can offer helpful advice and 
solutions to small businesses. The customer finds a section on advertising and promotion 
right away—it's obviously a hot topic for small businesses that have tight budgets and 
need focused results. 

The customer is given three areas of selection: type of business you are in, what you are 
likely to spend, and how well you pitch yourself against your competitors. The customer 
makes a selection under each of these areas and clicks on "solution" to get some advice 
on the type of advertising and promotion that might work best for them. The results come 
back as a list of different types of marketing approaches, a long list it seems, and a lot of 
the approaches don't seem that suitable. 



The customer decides that the tool doesn't know enough about their business, who their 
customers are, the products they sell, geographic considerations, things that have, or 
haven't, worked in the past, etc. The tool hasn't told the customer any more than what 
they already knew. Fortunately, it didn't take a lot of time to go through, but the customer 
is unlikely to go back to the Web site for advice. 

Personalized irrelevance 

"Why would I want to personalize that?" was a good question from a CEO trying out an 
extranet now on offer from their service provider. Apparently, the extranet is aimed at 
sharing privileged information with the industry's top decision makers. 

Unfortunately, the site offers content areas that don't really seem to relate to what this 
customer wants to do, or know about, as CEO. However, the site assumes that 
personalization of the extensive database of articles will deliver most of the site's value. 
While this type of personalization is a good idea, this CEO can't be bothered trying to 
find some content that might be of interest, and anyway, they can only personalize by 
broad subject areas, none of which, on the face of it, are particularly relevant. 

The CEO decides this particular site is of little value and not worth the effort. 

9.. "Let Me Get to Where I Need to Go" 

Some Web sites just don't allow customers to do the things they need to do as customers. 
The things they want to do are likely to fall into one of the five "doing areas" identified 
earlier. 

Lack of utility 

One of the most common areas of customer frustration is not being given access to 
people within a company. A Web site that only gives a generic e-mail or mail address or 
phone number, may not be seen to be particularly helpful. 

Frustration also commonly arises when customers can't transfer their everyday 
transactions to the online medium. The level of that frustration will increase if those 
transactions are routine and frequently performed. 

Customers also get frustrated when they can't access their personal information online, 
especially if they think it is required to perform routine, everyday transactions. Of course, 
access to personal information is a lot easier than it sounds. Customers generally don't 
understand the complexities of providing access to internally held information via the 
Web. 

Customers expect to be able to get closer to the company they're doing business with, and 
noncapitulation is often taken by customers to be inferior customer service. These 
customer expectations were illustrated by Figure 1-1 in Chapter 1. 
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Information classification 

Information has to be classified into areas that customers can access. That information 
can be cut many different ways, and the particular approach adopted may help or hinder 
customers. 

There is a lot of debate over the most effective way to categorize information. I too have 
been involved in this debate and have observed customers' preferences with interest, keen 
to discover "one best way of doing it." However, I can't say there is "one best way." What 
I can say is that, when information classification gets in the way of customers doing the 
things they need to do, they get annoyed and frustrated. 

Needless to say, few Web sites classify information on the basis of what customers want 
to do or tasks they want to perform. Often the necessary utility is buried deep in a site and 
the customer has to ferret it out. Some Web sites don't even provide obvious links to 
frequently required utility. 

Obtrusive content 

Customers get frustrated when they come to a Web site already knowing what they want 
and end up going through an interminable process of unnecessary persuasion. They want 
to go straight to the object of their desire, not churn through marketing blurb. 

Frustration increases when customers are very familiar with a company's products; they 
may even know the name of the product they want (which is no small feat if brand names 
are given to different products). If a company has a high market profile, at a product level, 
customers need to make direct access to those products as quickly and easily as possible. 

Blunders: Hidden utility 

A customer finds out that their electricity supplier now has a Web site, and they have 
heard that it's supposed to offer good customer service. This customer is about to move to 
another home in a few weeks and wants to notify their supplier. Rather than sit in a long 
phone queue, the customer decides to advise their supplier online. 

The customer goes to the Web site. The home page presents "Electricity for the Home" as 
an area for selection, and the customer clicks on that. Then the customer gets the "Home 
Page" for "Electricity for the Home." There is no obvious link to the type of activity the 
customer wants to perform, but there is a section called "Customer Service." The 
customer clicks on "Customer Service" and goes to a page that categorizes services under 
a few headings. The customer is not sure which one is exactly the closest to the activity 
they want to perform, but thinks "The Bill" is probably closest, since they will need the 
bill sent to the new address. The customer clicks on "The Bill" and gets a page that 
explains a typical bill. Just when the customer thinks that they haven't found what they're 
looking for, they remember to scroll down. And there it is, "Notify Change of Address." 
Clicking on this brings up a form that the customer fills in and sends. 
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It was there, just four layers down. 

Helpfulness as hindrance 

A customer goes to a car manufacturer's Web site. This customer knows exactly the make 
and model of the car they are interested in, they've seen it advertised everywhere recently. 
They go to the Web site and, on the home page, are met by a "guide" that offers to help 
the customer plug in some simple requirements to generate a list of models that meet 
those general requirements. The customer doesn't want to head down that route, because 
they already know what they want. 

The customer notices that they can click through to a product search at this point, or they 
can click on a few other areas, but these are general categories and the customer is not 
sure which category this particular model would fall under. So the customer decides to 
risk the search function (their experience with search engines is checkered at best). After 
clicking on "Product Search" the customer receives a page that just lists the same product 
categories as were presented on the home page. At this point the customer scratches their 
head and asks themselves "How am I supposed to get to this product?" 

Depending on how keen the customer is, they may go back to the home page and try to 
generate a recommendation for the model they want, so they can click through from there. 
Or, they may just go make a cup of coffee instead. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-4. 

Figure 2-4. Helpfulness as hindrance. 
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10.. "Yes, I Want it, Now What?" 

Customers get frustrated when a Web site leads them down a path to a product and then 
they can't get it. Either the Web site does not give them the option to select or purchase, 
or they have to go through some convoluted process to end up doing something other 
than purchasing it. 

This happens with frightening frequency in relation to special deals. 

Blunders: Hype and no hustle 

A customer goes to a software company's Web site for business customers to find out 
about its special deals. They click on "Special deals" off the home page and get a page 
with mini-ads for three hot specials. One of them looks interesting; this new software 
could help the customer manage business forecasting a whole lot better. The customer 
clicks on this special to find out more. 

A promotional Web site comes back, with good explanatory information about what this 
software can do for businesses. It's only a beta version of the software, but it sounds great 
and it's affordable. The customer decides they want it and clicks on "Get It." This results 
in a page that details what you need to run the software, terms and conditions and how to 
install it, as well as a link to "Register Interest" in the final version of the product. But 
nowhere does it actually tell the customer how to get hold of the beta version of the 
software, only a contact for more information. Since there's nothing else, the customer 
clicks on "Contact for More Information" and receives an e-mail form that allows them to 
enter comments; the customer simply types, "So, how do I get it?" and sends the form. 

11.. "Signpost My Journey" 

Given that we have to create layers of information, and paths through them, we need to 
provide signposts that show customers where they're going. We need to help customers 
navigate. 

When a Web designer designs a navigation system, they are designing a system of visual 
cues that helps customers find their way around a Web site. We can think of navigation 
as the framework that helps customers understand what they are doing on a Web site. 

Some navigation systems are better than others. That said, there are some common areas 
where navigation systems frustrate customers. Within these systems we use navigation 
devices that provide the cues as to where we are, where we've been, and where we're 
going. Some of these are also better than others. 

Customers get frustrated when you throw them too many curve balls. When they go to 
your Web site, they have to learn to use your navigation system and devices. Customers 
become angry when you don't allow them to learn your system, because you're 



inconsistent or it just "doesn't make sense" (and, remember, that sense is defined by the 
customer). 

Information architecture and navigation are huge topics. We will look at them in more 
depth in Chapter 7 when considering customer-effective Web site design. Here, we will 
look at the common things that trip customers up. 

Navigation systems 

Inconsistency seems to be the thing that most often trips customers up. If a Web site 
introduces customers to a navigation system up front, they expect it to apply throughout 
the whole site, without exception. The main "anchors" for customers are navigation bars 
and frames—when these differ, for no apparent reason, customers start to flounder. 

Consistency is also particularly important in relation to site hierarchies; often Web sites 
don't clearly show levels, or layers, of information, or they mix them up. Customers very 
quickly lose their grasp of your navigation system if the hierarchy is messed up. 

Many sites revert to different navigation systems within one site (particularly in cases 
where the site is structured around the company and not the customer). Unless customers 
can see the relationships between these different systems, up front, and have some 
common way of navigating between them, they're likely to get lost. A single, consistent 
system seems to work best—in fact, if it works, customers don't even really notice it's 
there; they just use it intuitively. (And note here that a system can be consistently made 
up of a number of approaches that all function as one system.) 

Interestingly, customers seem to be comfortable with a reasonable amount of complexity 
in the navigation system, as long as it makes sense to them and they can learn it quickly. 
An overly simple navigation system doesn't necessarily win points if it "hides" the site 
from the customer (as is sometimes the case). Sometimes customers won't go digging 
into a "hidden" site, because they don't know its value, or they will start to dig, find some 
useful stuff, and get annoyed that they didn't know about it in the first place. 

Another, very interesting, and disappointing, discovery is that many customers treat their 
browser as an inseparable part of your navigation system. For example, some customers 
blame a company's Web site that doesn't do what they want when they hit "back" on their 
browser; they don't get mad at the browser. This is particularly problematic in 
transactional processes where the customer uses the browser to go back and forth while 
entering and sending information—many Web sites aren't technically able to cope with 
this and the customer ends up getting error messages, losing information, or giving up. 

Navigational devices 

Within the navigation system there will be a number of navigation devices—elements of 
the Web site that allow customers to get around within the basic navigational structure. 
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One of the most common frustrations is not being able to work out where they are at a 
certain point in time or where they've been. From your home page, customers get a path 
(or paths) in mind. Customers will want to roughly follow that path and make sure they're 
roughly on track as they go. 

There are some simple devices that help customers, and, when these are not used properly, 
they cause the most problems: 

• Inconsistent or non-existent highlighting to show where the customer is on the site. 
• Changes in the Color of Links. Sometimes the links don't change color when 

selected or the colors are inconsistent. This leaves the customer wondering what 
the different responses mean in relation to where they've been. 

• What is Clickable? Every clickable object should be obvious. I have observed 
many customers who run their mouse over a page to see what's clickable or "live" 
once a page has downloaded. If you don't consistently show customers what is 
clickable, they will get frustrated quickly. I have seen customers curse because 
they've tried, repeatedly, to click on something that they expect to take them 
somewhere, only to find that it's not "live". Passive images, such as "wallpaper" 
images, seem to be particularly problematic, because customers try to click on 
them. 

• Sending no Feedback on Where Customers have Been. Some sites provide 
feedback on the layers and/or sections of the site customers pass through. In very 
deep sites, this seems to help customers to keep track of things. Many sites offer 
no feedback or only sporadic feedback. Customers get confused about the cues 
they are supposed to be using to find their way around. 

• Misleading or Nonexistent Labels. We don't have room on a single screen to write 
full explanations of what each object is; we use labels. In truncating instructions 
to labels we create a real risk of confusing customers. Many labels just don't make 
sense to customers, particularly when the label is "company-speak" and not 
"customer-speak." Labels that are different from the "standard" labels customers 
are used to seeing on Web sites are also problematic. 

• Unknown Search Functions. Often search exists at a number of levels on a site. 
Not surprisingly, customers expect the search to relate to the level of the site in 
which it is offered. Usually the search is general, vague, and not particularly well 
directed. To avoid customer frustration, a search function should appear in the 
appropriate context and customers should know what the search is being 
performed on. 

• Inconsistent and Misleading Use of Iconography. Sometimes sites combine words 
and labels to form their own icons, and these are often key to the navigation 
system. However, many attempts at iconography only go so far, and not far 
enough—they disappear leaving customers wondering what their signposts are. 

• Multiple Windows. Some Web sites use new windows to present new information. 
If customers can't understand why this new information has appeared in a new 
window, or don't even realize they are in a new window, they will get confused, 
and lost, very quickly. I've seen some customers panic when a new window opens 
and heard them ask themselves, "How did that happen?" 



• Misleading Visual Symbols. Sometime sites use common visual symbols as a way 
of showing meaning. However, these symbols often mean something different to 
customers, who take them at face value. Also, common symbols may be loaded 
with meaning over and above what a customer would normally expect. For 
example, an arrow shows direction. Some web sites use arrows to indicate 
movement as well as direction (e.g., using arrows to indicate that customers can 
order a list of items by moving them). This additional meaning may be lost on 
customers. 

• Vague Use of Indexes. Customers sometimes face indexes that they don't 
understand. This makes the indexed information inaccessible to the customer. For 
example, a product index that is simply shown at the top level as A B C D, etc., 
means nothing to a customer. I've observed customers totally stumped by this sort 
of thing; they have no idea how you would categorize your products, and, chances 
are, they certainly don't know all your product names. 

Blunders: Conflicting navigational systems 

A customer goes to a company's home page, which introduces a main navigation bar 
across the top of the screen. This navigation bar categorizes the site by product groups. 
The home page also provides a list of links to all parts of the site (under the navigation 
bar). 

The customer clicks on one of the product categories in the main navigation bar. This 
takes them to a page that lists all the links available within that "section of the site." 
However, the customer later discovers that these are, in fact, "pseudo" sections and not 
actually core to the navigation of the site, because when they click on one of the links 
from the home page they get a different Web site with a different navigation bar. And 
there are no links between the two navigation systems. The customer sits for a few 
moments going forward and back trying to work out the relationship between the home 
page and the next level of pages, trying to decide which system they want to use (i.e., 
they are about to make a trade off). 

It seems the top-level system (the main navigation bar on the Web site and the pages on 
each product category) has just been wallpapered over the underlying navigational 
system (the list of links on the home page and the Web sites they correspond to). This has 
introduced conflicting navigation systems and confused the customer, who has been 
forced to either lose the perspective of one system in favor of the other, or learn both. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-5. 

Absence of a navigational system 

A customer goes to a company's Web site. The home page is roughly in two halves. The 
top half includes three images that the customer can click on, "Articles," "Introduction to 
the Firm," and "Special Feature." The bottom half looks more like a list of links to 
different sections of the Web site: "Contacts," "Services," "Search," "Clients," etc. 
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Figure 2-5. Conflcting navigation systems. 

 

 

The customer discovers that clicking on the top half and the bottom half generates a 
stand-alone section relative to the area selected. To get to a new section of the Web site 
the customer has to go back to the home page and make a selection from there. 

This is extremely time-consuming, and cumbersome, and the customer asks themselves 
"Why couldn't they just put links to all the sections on all the pages to save me going 
backward and forward all the time?" Good question. 

Too many Homes 

A customer goes to the Web site of an international company to find out about the 
services offered by some of its local offices. The home page downloads and it relates to 
the international company. From here the customer selects the first local office they are 
interested in. 

Selecting the local office brings up a local office home page with its own "home" icon. 
There's also a link to the international home page at the top of the left-hand frame set. 

The customer looks around for a while and then decides to go back to the international 
home page they received on entering the site, so they can select another local office. The 
customer absent mindedly clicks on "Home," forgetting that this relates to the local site 
and not the International site. Remembering that the international site is linked to at the 
top of the frame set, the customer clicks on that to get the international home page. Phew. 



From here, the customer selects the next local office and they receive yet another home 
page. This time the customer discovers that the "home" icon does actually take you back 
to the international home page and not the local office home page. The customer slips up 
a couple of times while looking around this local site and hits "Home" to go back to the 
local office home page, only to end up at the international home page. 

The customer decides, rightly or wrongly, that this company has no international 
coordination of local Web sites. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-6. 

12.. "Don't Lock Me Out" 

Some Web sites offer different access to different users. In other words, some customers 
can get at some information while others can't. The users who can get at this privileged 
information will have to identify, or authenticate, themselves to gain access. 

Customers don't always react positively to this, wondering what lies behind those magic 
doors and why they can't get at it too. This negative reaction is greatest when the Web 
site doesn't explain what the different privileges are or doesn't give customers equal 
access to the parts that should be available to everyone. 

Figure 2-6. Too many homes. 
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Blunders: Badly placed and poorly explained authentication 

A customer of a consultancy company goes to its Web site to find out what research it 
has done lately. The home page does not offer any obvious links to research, but there is 
a navigation bar that offers "Client" as an option. The customer clicks on "Client," given 
that they are a client, to receive a screen asking for a login id and password. Well, the 
customer doesn't have a login id or password. There is no explanation as to who has 
access here or how they go about getting it. The customer then notices a search option in 
the navigation bar. 

Selecting search brings up the same screen as before, just a request for a login id and 
password. The customer thinks, "Hang on a minute, why can't I search the site to find out 
about your research, why are you locking me out?" The customer surmises that the search 
probably relates only to the "locked" information and not to the site in general. 

The customer decides to try another route. They go back to the home page and select 
"Products and Services." This brings up information including mention of an article on 
one of the consultancy company's recent research studies. The customer thinks, "Aha, I 
can find out what this research is here." They select the link to the article and get the 
same screen again, just a request for a login id and password. The customer thinks, "I just 
want to read the damn article!" 

By now the customer has decided that they're not going to get the information they want. 
They grab the phone and call their consultant demanding to know why they aren't 
allowed to see the consulting company's research. It turns out that all the customer had to 
do was register, but didn't know that. It's some time before the customer goes back to 
attempt to find, or complete, the registration process. 

The sequence the customer goes through is shown in Figure 2-7. 

13.. "Don't Limit My Choices" 

Poor navigation will, of course, restrict the choices customers have because they won't be 
able to make the appropriate selections to get to where they need to go. 

The broader issue of navigation aside, we will look at some specific instances where 
customers are directly offered choices and where those tend to be problematic. 

Classifying customers 

Different customers have different needs, and many Web sites classify customers to help 
direct them to different information. This might work if you know who these different 
customers are along with their needs. Too often, customer classifications are made from a 
company's perspective and are not meaningful to customers. 
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Beware of putting your customers in boxes, unless you really know they'd put themselves 
in a box, without a moment's hesitation. Your marketing segmentation approach may 
make sense to you and mean absolutely nothing to your customers. 

Incorrect classification will anger your customers because it gets in the way of them 
doing what they want to do on your Web site. 

Drop-down lists 

Drop-down lists can be double-edged swords. They offer finite parameters to customer 
selections, and that can be very helpful and useful to customers. However, these lists 
often fall short because they just don't include the options customers are looking for, or 
they don't allow customers to send the right messages about who they are, their problems, 
their needs, or what they need to do. 

Lists that require mutually exclusive selections stump customers. What do customers do 
when more than one, or maybe even all, of the possible selections apply to them? They 
are forced to limit their response to one selection, and it just isn't enough. I've observed 
customers who sit and look at lists like this, scratch their heads and say, "What do I do 
now?" Some customers will make a single selection and make do while others will just 
decide not to interact on the basis of limited choices. If customers bail out, it can have 
significant consequences, especially if they're in the middle of buying your product. 

Figure 2-7. Badly placed and proorly explained authentication. 



 

 
 

Search 

"Search" is one of the areas most likely to frustrate customers. This is probably because it 
is potentially one of the most useful tools customers have to get where they want to go. 
Get it wrong, and it's a double whammy. 

Search functions can limit customers' choices when the functions present search criteria 
unrelated to what the customer is looking for, and by "anchoring" searches to criteria 
other than those the customer is interested in at a particular time (anchors are discussed 
further in Chapter 7). 

Customer service 

Customers also get very frustrated when they are presented with limited online services. 
They get annoyed when they want to make a particular transaction, and can't, or are 
forced to limit their interaction. 
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This problem is particularly prevalent when customers are completing forms to receive 
certain services. Some forms ask the customer to check certain boxes and obviously limit 
the nature of the service available. 

Blunders: Insufficient choices 

Consider a customer who is thinking about getting a mobile phone. They go to a Web site 
and select the section on mobile phones. The site offers a link that provides "guidance" to 
customers wanting to evaluate mobility products. Clicking on this link brings up a series 
of drop-down lists. The customer is able to select one of the scenarios in each list to 
generate advice in relation to each selection. A drop-down list presents the following 
options: 

I would use a mobile phone: 

• To have one just in case, but not make many calls 
• But don't want monthly contracts, monthly bills, or fees 

The customer thinks to themselves, "Hang on. I'll probably make lots of calls and I don't 
mind having monthly contracts. What do I select, since neither of these apply?" 

The customer proceeds down the other lists and finds that none of them apply. The 
customer has to go straight to the product list so they can work out what they need for 
themselves. 

Restrictive search criteria 

A professional goes to a Web site that offers job-finding services. The professional wants 
to see the types of roles on offer, to see whether there is a fit with their skills and 
experience. 

The professional clicks on "Search Available Jobs" to receive a search function. However, 
the search function they are presented with only allows them to search against location. 
Actually, location is the least relevant criteria for this professional because they are happy 
to be located anywhere, provided they're in a good job. 

To avoid wading through jobs classified by location, the professional goes onto another 
company's Web site. This one allows them to search against lots of different criteria: type 
of role, salary range, skills, etc. However, every time the search engine produces results, 
they are all "pinned" to, or "anchored" on, location. To view jobs by role, the professional 
has to also click through location (and sometimes there are up to three or four levels of 
locations to click through). Well, this isn't perfect but it's better than the last site. 
Depending on how good the roles look, the professional might wade through locations as 
well, or, then again, they might not… 

Limited customer service 



Continuing the above scenario, the professional finds a link on the Web site inviting them 
to "Provide Feedback on the Site". They decide they'll do just that and click on this link 
to receive a form they can complete and send. However, this form only allows them to 
check boxes in relation to "bugs encountered" on the Web site. Can frustrations with a 
search engine be classified as a bug? Probably not. The form doesn't allow them to enter 
any comments either, and the professional is forced to give up. 

14.. "Give Me Digestable Chunks" 

Many customers seem to hate scrolling, and scrolling, and scrolling, to get at a company's 
information. Customers get angry, in fact, when they feel like they're drowning in your 
information. They expect to receive information in chunks they can digest, and quite 
often, they'll even suggest what those chunks might be. For example, in the case of 
product pages, customers prefer to see links to product information within the page so 
they can go straight to the part of the page they are most interested in without having to 
scroll through all of the other information available. 

15.. "Call a Spade a Spade" 

Customers often feel that a site overpromises and underdelivers. In some ways this is 
almost unavoidable given that we can't always do everything customers want online. 
However, we would manage customer expectations, and stave off disappointment, much 
better if we called a spade "a spade"; i.e., called things exactly what they are. 

"Too clever" is what many customers would call fancy, and often misleading, labeling on 
a Web site. "Just tell me what it is," they would say, "straight up." 

In addition, there are a lot of labels that have taken on a certain meaning in the Web 
world. Many sites use these terms and deliver something that is a far cry from what has 
come to be expected, and incur customer criticism as a result. Some examples of 
customer criticism follow: 

• Home—"Don't call it home unless it is." 
• Site map—"Is it a map or just a basic list of links that doesn't help direct me" 
• Search—"Is it actually a way of searching relevant information or just a 

rudimentary index." 
• Contact—"So, give me the contacts then!" 
• Buy now—"This doesn't mean register interest, or see if you qualify, or anything 

else, it means buy now!" 
• Help—"Don't give me vague information on irrelevant stuff; I need to know how 

to solve my problem." 
• Feedback—"I don't think you actually want it." 
• Special deals—"Doesn't look like much of a deal for a customer who's especially 

come to your Web site to find it." 



16.. "Tell Me the Info You Need" 

Customers get very frustrated when they're transacting with you and you don't tell them 
the information you need them to provide, or the format that you need it provided in. 
They can waste a lot of time going backward and forward, "correcting things," to get a 
transaction accepted. 

Blunders: Success through trial and error only 

A customer decides to purchase a weekend holiday package at a hotel they've been 
wanting to stay at for ages. They call up the package information and click on "Buy 
Now." They receive a form which they can complete and send. The form asks for lots of 
different information, but some of it doesn't seem to apply particularly well to them, so 
they leave those particular fields blank. They complete the form and click "send." 

An error message comes back saying, "You have not filled in all of the necessary fields, 
try again." "Which fields?" the customer asks themselves. They engage in a process of 
trial and error to find out which fields have to be filled in. 

The customer then gets to the point where all the fields are filled in and the form is still 
generating an error message. This time the error reads, "You have not entered 
information correctly, please try again." "Which information, and what format should it 
be in?" the customer now asks themselves. They go back and look at the fields most 
likely to be required in a different format, such as date and phone number. Trial and error 
reveals that the phone number shouldn't have had any spaces in it, and the form is finally 
accepted. Success at last! 

The customer decides that, next time, it's probably easier just to call the toll-free number 
and organize it over the phone. 

17.. "Don't Ignore Important Relationships" 

Web sites are only one part of customers' relationships with a business. Some customers 
have very important personal relationships with the people inside. Customers often 
expect these relationships to carry over to the Web, particularly in a business-to-business 
environment, where customers will expect to have access to someone like their account 
manager. 

Web sites that ignore important relationships to provide a less adequate level of service 
will frustrate customers. Of course, sometimes anonymity is a good thing, but as 
discussed before, if it means losing out on the benefits of good service, customers will 
identify themselves and their personal relationships. 

 Customers and Organizations 
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Now, having thought about what customers want to do on the Web, and the directives 
they might give us in providing what they want, we are faced with a very fundamental 
issue—customers and businesses don't necessarily want the same things. Businesses often 
want to create or change customer behavior. Businesses want to influence the services 
customers use in different situations and the way they use them. This may not always line 
up with what the customer is trying to do. While businesses can use Web sites as a means 
to influence e-customers, that influence should be in harmony with what e-customers are 
trying to do. When businesses try to explicitly mould a customer's Web site experience, 
contrary to a customer's natural expectations, it is seen as obtrusive and the customer 
becomes frustrated. 

Conflict between business and e-customer goals becomes very apparent in cases where 
bricks-and-mortar companies begin to migrate some of their services online. Sometimes 
bricks-and-mortar companies will introduce new service processes and relationships on 
their Web site, and they can be contrary to what the customer normally experiences 
offline, and potentially expects online. This won't be a problem for bricks-and-mortar 
companies or their customers, as long as customers needs are recognized and the 
company works with customers to change service processes over time in a way that 
makes sense. If bricks-and-mortar companies are seen to immediately offer a lesser 
quality of service (through the absence of physical contacts and services, for example), 
then there will be a direct conflict between what companies and customers are trying to 
achieve. 

It is unlikely that we will be able to provide all of the content and functionality required 
to service every need customers have. Some of those needs just can't be met (well, not 
now anyway), and sometimes the business chooses not to meet them for their own 
reasons. For starters, it may not be technologically possible to provide customers with the 
experience they want. 

Creating customer-effective Web sites can be a win-win proposition—it's just a balancing 
act. A company has to deliberately consider the customer needs they cannot meet and 
work out how that is going to be handled. 

A business that does not consider the balancing of organizational and customer needs 
may be seen to be ignoring its customers and offering inferior customer service. And a 
company's apparent silence on the matter will make it "guilty as charged." 

In addition, if a business gets its first attempt at electronic service so wrong that 
customers have a bad experience, it may not be given a second chance to get it right. 

Ways that businesses can establish their requirements with customers' needs in mind, 
understand the balancing act required, and manage and implement Web sites that 
effectively meet customer needs are explored further in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Meanwhile, we will look at customer testing and some ways to go about getting quality 
information from our customers. 
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Chapter 3. Customer-Effective 
Testing 
Testing is the single-most important thing you will do. Unfortunately, it could also be the 
most ignored. 

 Why Bother Testing? 
When we create customer-effective Web sites, we are concerned with developing Web 
sites that make it easy for customers to do what they need to. What customers want to do 
is the context for development and must also be the context for testing. 

To find out what customers want to do, and how they actually need to go about doing it, 
we must find out about customer behavior. We need to understand the big picture as well 
as the specifics of what customers will want to do on a Web site. And that requires some 
smart planning and execution across the business and the Web site development company. 

Customer needs drive the development process and are our touchstone for success 
throughout that process. We need to talk to customers, up front, before development and 
pull them back in at critical points in the development process prior to launching a Web 
site to the public. The testing gets more and more specific as we go. A lot of companies 
run into problems when they try to test generalities when they need specifics, and vice 
versa. General customer feedback is appropriate early in the development process, but 
later on when development has progressed to specific designs and functionality, specific 
customer feedback will be required. The level of the testing, its timing, and the 
techniques used all affect our ability to get the right information when we need it. 

If we don't know what we need to know about customers, we will not develop customer-
effective Web sites. We may develop good Web sites, but if customers can't, or don't, 
adopt them into their service relationships, then we've failed. 

So we test our ideas with customers in an attempt to offer them the best e-services we can. 
And this implies an iterative process where we have to potentially redevelop concepts or 
parts of a Web site and then retest them. 

Iterative processes often send businesses and Web site developers into a spin. It's not 
surprising when we are all working with tight deadlines. We simply don't have the time 
to redo, redo, redo. Do we? 

As with all things, it's a matter of striking a balance. It is possible to work against tight 
deadlines and still benefit from customer testing. That said, if you have no intention of 
revising what you're doing as a result of customer feedback, it's probably not worth 
asking customers what they think in the first place. 
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Of course, we don't have to deliver a perfect e-solution from day one. Customers will 
learn with us and help us along the way, as long as we give them something useful in the 
first iteration of our Web site. And therein lies the problem. Too many companies 
continually save revisions to "the next release" and launch a Web site that offers little or 
no value to their customers. Customers don't think in releases; they think about what they 
need to know and do, now, not later. If you provide customers with useful content and 
functionality in the first iteration of your Web site, and then continue to deliver additional 
useful content and functionality in the first iteration of your Web site and then continue to 
deliver additional useful content and functionality when it is needed by e-customers, you 
can keep them on board. 

A business needs to take e-customers' priorities into account when deciding what content 
and functionality will be released and when. If e-customers are all asking for a specific 
service function, such as view and pay their bill online, because it is the most important 
thing they want to be able to do on a business' Web site, then this should be the first thing 
to be developed by the business. 

Sometimes e-customers want things businesses can't deliver straight away, and this needs 
to be understood and managed by the business. Sometimes e-customers want things that 
can be delivered straight away, but they would have been overlooked had e-customers not 
been consulted. Testing, therefore, is necessary to really understand e-customer priorities 
and how businesses can create for e-customers from day one. 

If we set the right direction at the start, then we avoid having to reinvent during the 
development process. Reinvention, late in the development process, is a waste of 
everybody's time and resources. More often than not, companies will roll out an 
inadequate Web site, rather than redo what has already required a lot of time and money. 
And that's a risky move, if you know you're not on the right track with your customers. 
We may lose our customers by providing our competitors with the opportunity to offer 
them something better. 

Customer testing should lead to invention, not reinvention. It's just a matter of good 
management and timing. 

And, of course, customer testing can also be a way of fixing obvious problems we miss. 
Many of the mistakes we make relate to the way information and functionality is 
presented on Web sites and can be easily fixed. Being aware of the 17 customer 
directives in Chapter 2 will give businesses and Web site developers many potential 
mistakes to avoid. 

Practical Examples 

In his Web site on usability, useit.com, (see Netography) Jakob Nielsen gives us an 
example of how we can improve things simply be asking customers for feedback. He 
relates an "icon intuitiveness" test that was conducted as part of developing an intranet 
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for Sun Microsystem's employees. Figure 3-1 lists the icons that were tested, and the 
ways in which they were interpreted. 

Figure 3-1. Icons tested for intuitiveness. 

 

 

The icons for the toolbox and the World Wide Web were the most problematic. The 
toolbox was seen as a briefcase and the WWW icon was interpreted too closely to the 
icon representing the geography of the company. All of the other icons did well enough, 
when taken on balance and in context. 

In total, twenty versions of the toolbox icon were designed; seven tool metaphor icons, 
nine shopping metaphor icons (including a shopping cart and a grocery shelf), and four 
chest icons. The original and four revisions were tested with users as seen in Figure 3-2. 

Figure 3-2. Revisions made to Sun's toolbox icon. 
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The first revision was too strong and users thought that everything that could be deemed 
a tool on the site should be found in this section. Unfortunately, some of the site "tools" 
belonged in other sections. In order to use a weaker metaphor for special-purpose 
applications, a storefront icon was adopted in the second revision. 

However, the second revision was too easily interpreted by this audience as a circuit 
board. From there, several alternative storefront and shopping icons, such as revision 3, 
were used. These interfered with the "product catalog" icon. The idea of an application 
store was then dropped. 

The last icon, the application chest, was finally settled on. 

Another practical example of the difference testing can make is given by Jeffrey Veen of 
Wired Digital in his article on Webmonkey; "Test your designs on people". He says: 

When our designers redesigned the Wired News Web site, they included a navigation 
panel down the left side of the screen. It pointed to the various sections behind the 
frontdoor: an area to check stock prices, the week's top 10 stories, and a collection of 
articles from trade magazines. However, when our testing subjects saw the navigation bar 
and its respective links—Stocks, Week's Top 10, From the Trades—they instinctively 
grouped the sections together. When asked what they thought the links pointed to, users 
all agreed the "Week's Top 10" was about the best-performing, publicly traded companies, 
and "From the Trades" must be about large buys and sells from the exchange floor. They 
mentally grouped everything around stocks. 

A simple test—a half-dozen subjects using the Web site for a half-hour each—uncovered 
a potentially confusing design. Armed with this data, our designers modified the link 
placement and made the site less obtrusive and easier to use. 

The modified design can be seen in Figure 3-3. 

Figure 3-3. Wired screen resulting from customer feedback. 
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Types of Testing 
To establish your own testing strategy, you need an overall view of all the testing that 
may be required as part of a major development project. Then you can decide what 
testing approaches and techniques are most relevant to you. 

Here I will provide an overview of all the types of testing required, across a number of 
disciplines. We will touch on testing that must be completed externally with customers as 
well as internally by businesses and Web site development companies. Our focus in this 
chapter is customer testing; however, we will also touch on internal testing critical to the 
delivery of a customer-effective Web site to provide a complete overview of all the 
testing you are likely to encounter. 

Customer Testing 

This section examines the different types of testing that directly involve external 
customers, including: 

1. Exploratory research 
2. Concept testing (of e-service and Web site concepts) 
3. Prototyping (of Web site components and slices of system functionality) 
4. Usability testing 
5. Beta testing 

1.. Exploratory Research 



Exploratory research is carried out by businesses to find out their competitive position in 
the market and the general service needs of their customers. This knowledge is needed to 
understand how e-services fit within a customer's overall service experience, and needs, 
and how the Web might be used to meet those needs and create competitive advantage. 

This type of research is the most general "testing" required. It sets the scene. It may 
involve pulling together general research already done by the business and user surveys 
done by research companies. A word of caution, however. Businesses may find that 
current research does not adequately factor in the Web as a service medium, and it may 
be difficult to create linkages between their own customer data and that given by general 
user surveys. Also bear in mind that current user surveys tend to provide quantitative, 
rather than qualitative, data on Web usage. Quantitative data may not be enough to give 
businesses an idea of their customers' attitudes and behaviors. 

If businesses end up having to do exploratory research from scratch, they should 
remember it is just that—exploratory. Businesses want to get a broad view of the 
opportunities open to them. They want to know what makes their customers tick in e-
space and what customers want them to provide there. Businesses should be gathering 
information on customers' propensities to use certain e-services alongside other service 
channels and their basic requirements in doing so. 

Businesses and their research companies should not be afraid to test the boundaries of 
customer usage and adoption to find out how customers may, or may not, respond to new 
e-service and Web site concepts. But also remember that it can be difficult for customers 
to envision themselves using new technology and techniques, particularly where they 
would need to modify or develop new ways of doing things, and you may not be able to 
rely on their view of their intended behavior. However, customers will be able to tell you 
about the things they want to do as customers, and from there it's up to you to apply 
technology for their benefit. 

Also, businesses should avoid engaging research companies that come back and tell them 
things people hate about the Web in general because, given the amount of writing and 
discussion that has been had about the weaknesses of the Web and the way people feel 
about them, this is stating the obvious. Businesses should engage research companies that 
can look at customers' unique reactions toward a business' particular e-service offering. 
Understanding what people hate, and like, about the Web is only a background to the 
testing businesses and research companies need to do. 

Remember that the information businesses gather will provide a useful steer for both 
them and the development company throughout the life of the project and beyond. 

2.. Concept Testing 

Concept testing can occur at different times within the life of a project. It is required early 
on to help a business define its e-service offering and later on when design concepts have 
been developed by the Web site designer. 



E-service concept testing 

A business will have an idea (possibly based on exploratory research) of what customers 
want and it will consider its business goals and capabilities alongside customers' to 
develop a concept for its e-service offering. This concept will support the business' e-
service strategy. At this stage, the business can go to customers to test the viability, and 
appeal, of its proposed e-service offering. 

It's a matter of bouncing ideas off customers to see if you're heading in the right direction 
with your e-service offering. At this stage you're not concerned with putting visual 
concepts in front of customers; it's too early for that. You are concerned with creating 
"doing scenarios" that customers can relate to—they put themselves in the position of 
doing certain things and tell you what they think about being able to do it and how much 
they like doing it that way. And they'll tell you what you're missing. 

Concept testing also gives you the opportunity to prioritize what you will deliver to 
customers. Of all the things the customer wants to be able to do on the Web site, what is 
most important? Understanding this will help you decide where to direct your energies 
and what to develop first. 

Web site concept testing 

When coming up with a proposed solution, the Web site designer will start with a concept 
for your Web site. For example, the Web site might be based on a particular "metaphor" 
that helps customers relate their knowledge of another object or experience to what they 
can, and need to, do on your Web site. The shopping cart metaphor is an example of a 
common metaphor for a Web site where customers go about shopping online. 

Metaphors can be double-edged swords, and it is a good idea to test them on customers 
before basing a whole system around them. The risks, and opportunities they present are 
discussed further in Chapter 6. You will quickly find out whether or not a metaphor 
conjures up the right associations with customers. 

There are other fundamental ideas that your Web site will be based on: the system by 
which customers get around (the navigation system) and the navigation devices (such as 
icons) used to help them on their way, the type of content provided, and the tools 
provided to support particular e-customer activities. These may be tested at a high level, 
but chances are they will also be subject to a prototyping process where customers get to 
interact with physical examples of different ideas. 

3.. Prototyping 

Let me preface this section by saying that prototyping is one of the most confusing terms 
commonly used; everyone seems to have a slightly different interpretation of what it 
means. 
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From what I have observed and read, there seem to be two basic approaches: 

1. Prototyping components. Concepts such as navigation, content, and tools are 
prototyped as stand-alone components or objects. 

2. Prototyping slices of the "system." This is where a formative part of the Web site 
is tested along a particular thread. Concepts such as navigation, content, and 
utility will form part of that thread. 

Both of these approaches can be employed at a high level when development is only 
rudimentary or later when development is more advanced. 

Prototyping components 

This approach may be useful to the Web site designer as they seek to "sanity check" their 
ideas early on in development. Navigation is something that can be presented in a fairly 
abstract way and tested as a "stand-alone" system, for example. (Of course, navigation is 
not truly stand-alone and should also be tested in the context of the entire Web site 
system. However, a stand-alone test will provide feedback on whether the navigation 
system makes sense to customers and fits with the mental model they use when doing 
things.) 

As an example, imagine you are testing the highest level of the basic navigation system 
used on the Amazon.com, reputedly one of the Web's most successful online stores. We 
want to present the "essence" of Amazon's navigation system, or its most simple way of 
working, to see if it makes sense to customers and can be used by them. 

The navigation system would be abstracted and would be presented without other Web 
site components such as graphics or content. Using either simple interactive screens, or 
paper-based mock-ups, the test facilitator would walk through the flow of the navigation 
system with customers. 

In testing the highest level of Amazon's navigation system, the customer would move 
between the home page and each of the next-level pages. Of course, your test could be 
broader than this and include more layers and dimensions of the navigation system. 

Figure 3-4 shows the representation of the Amazon home page followed by the "Books" 
page at the next level in the navigation system (received as a result of clicking on 
"Books" on the top navigation bar on the home page). 

Figure 3-4. Testing the highest level of Amazon's basic navigation system. 
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The test facilitator would be interested in finding out things like: 

• How well the navigation system reflects what the customer expects to find on the 
Amazon site, and why. 

• What customers expect to receive as a result of each interaction with the 
navigation system, and how this compares with what they do receive and their 
relative level of satisfaction. 

• How well customers are oriented as they move around the navigation system: i.e., 
if they are aware of where they are, where they've been, and where they're going 
next. 

• How comfortable customers are in using the navigation system: i.e., if they avoid 
making common errors or misjudgments and if they use the system intuitively 
without explanation. 

Prototyping slices of the system 

This approach may be useful to businesses that need to ensure the Web site system will 
deliver the required experience to their customers. By testing customers' reactions to a 
critical slice of the system, they get an idea of customers' reactions to the whole system. 
In my experience, this approach works best when slices are interactive because customers 
can experience something naturally (as they would in real life), making their feedback 
that much more meaningful. 

As an example, imagine you are testing the basic search functionality on the Amazon site. 
Given that customers go to Amazon to browse for, and purchase, books, CDs etc., the 
search function is critical to customers who may know exactly, or roughly, what they are 
looking for. 



This critical "slice" could include the search entry screens, customer entry of search 
criteria, and the search results generated from those criteria. You would be interested in 
finding out things like: 

• How customers use the search functionality, how they expect it to behave, and 
their relative level of satisfaction. 

• How well the search function allows customers to search against their search 
criteria (such as keywords they naturally expect to produce search results). 

• The general usefulness of search results and how well they meet customer 
expectations. 

You could give Amazon customers a list of items for which they can search without 
giving away the "rules" that you want them to intuitively work out for themselves. In 
addition, providing a list of search items will allow you to develop the test slice against a 
manageable dataset. Too often "Search" does not get tested until development is complete 
(if at all) because it is seen to be dependent on a complete database. 

Figure 3-5 shows how Amazon's search function, as a critical slice of the Web site 
system, might be represented. 

Figure 3-5. Testing Amazon's basic search system. 
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Fundamentals 

Regardless of your approach to prototyping, the underlying premise is customer 
participation. This is the point in the project where you can put something reasonably 
tangible in front of customers and find out how well it fits with what they need to do as 
customers. To do this, we need to show enough of the system for customers to relate it to 
their intended actions. And this can be tricky in the early stages of development. 
However, some people are happy to prototype earlier on and have developed techniques 
that work in that context. Some of these techniques, such as paper-based prototyping and 
"walkthroughs," are covered later under "Testing Techniques." 



Prototyping is also fundamentally different from usability testing. However, the two often 
get confused or combined. Given the rapid development of many Web sites, prototyping 
and usability testing often get rolled into one. Prototyping is about the fit with customer 
intentions and actions; usability is about whether the Web site is usable. While some 
usability testing includes exploration into customer behavior and expectations, it is 
important to realize, however, that usability doesn't necessarily equate to prototyping. 

Whatever you want to call your testing, make sure you do test your Web site's customer 
behavior and its usability. 

4.. Usability Testing 

Having just discussed the difference between prototyping and usability testing, we will 
define usability testing as the task of measuring users' performance against set tasks to 
ensure that the tasks can be done with ease and efficiency. 

Usability can come late in the development project when fine-tuning of the visual 
interface is required and earlier in the development process as part of the Web site 
designer's "sanity checking". 

When testing usability late in development, the structure and organization of the Web site 
should be determined already. Such usability testing should not have to deal with last-
minute structural problems. At this late stage in development you can't fix structural 
problems with band-aids, and designers should not be faced with this task. Structure can 
be fixed only with restructure. For this reason, concept testing or prototyping should 
ideally occur before final usability testing. 

Ten usability "heuristics" 

The previous icon intuitiveness test is an example of usability testing. In his Web site 
useit.com (see Netography) Jakob Nielsen gives ten heuristics that can be used as 
benchmarks in usability testing. These heuristics have become pretty well-known, so, 
rather than just regurgitate them, I have put my spin on them, as follows: 

1. Visibly provide feedback on what the system is doing when it's doing it, or shortly 
thereafter. 

2. The system should adopt real-world language and concepts to be natural and 
logical to the customer. 

3. Give users the freedom to do and undo tasks. 
4. The system should consistently follow its own standards. 
5. Make the system error-proof. 
6. Lead the customer with dialogue and don't expect customers to retain information 

on behalf of the system. 
7. Cater for the experienced and novice user by providing shortcuts for frequently 

performed actions. 
8. Provide only the information required by the user; "fluff" just gets in the way. 



9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from, errors. 
10. Provide customer-centric help online. 

Nielsen based these heuristics on a large volume of usability problems. In heuristic 
evaluation, you would rate the Web site's success against each of the above heuristics. 

5.. Beta Testing 

While testing occurs during development, beta testing is required in the live environment 
once development is complete and before the Web site goes public. This is the only time 
customers have to experience the fully functional Web site before its launch and a 
business' last chance to ensure that, overall, customers have a rewarding and quality 
experience. 

Beta testing is the final, customer-driven, quality assurance for the Web site. Inevitably, 
this testing will retest the concept, interactive site components and usability. It also tests 
the interface with a business' internal systems (if any) and site performance in a live 
environment. It is important to keep testing focused on specifics so that changes can be 
meaningfully defined in terms of system modifications and process improvements. 
Additionally, customer reactions will help businesses sanity check their ideas on 
positioning and promoting their Web sites. 

By the time businesses do beta testing they should know they've got things roughly right. 
After all, they don't want to redo things at the last minute. Chances are businesses will 
also need to prioritize changes and decide what must be changed before the site goes 
public, and what can occur later as part of ongoing development modifications and 
improvements. 

Internal Testing 

Businesses develop Web sites to meet business and customer objectives. Testing should 
ensure that these objectives can be met (and the reconciliation of the business' and 
customers' needs should have been taken into account in concept definition and testing). 
Internal testing is the process by which a business can judge development against 
business objectives. This can run parallel to customer testing, or a company may prefer to 
fully test internally before testing with customers (however, this can lead to protracted 
testing timeframes). 

In addition, businesses and Web site developers should always avoid putting a 
substandard product in front of customers; this aggravates them and gets in the way of 
meaningful testing. Irrespective of whether or not internal testing is carried out before 
external customer testing, some sort of quality testing is always required before Web sites, 
and their components, are seen by customers. 



We will examine different types of testing that businesses will complete internally before 
going public with any online offering (either a completely new Web site or any changes 
to an existing Web site): 

1. Acceptance testing 
2. Quality testing 

1. Interactivity testing 
2. Integration testing 
3. Compatibility testing 
4. Security auditing 
5. Performance testing 

Acceptance Testing 

There must be formal process whereby the business signs off the Web site before it is 
accessible to the public. This sign off is formal acceptance of the product delivered by the 
Web site developers. Of course, the business sign off will be hugely influenced by 
feedback from customers, but there also needs to be an internal process of testing and 
feedback. 

To keep this process manageable, it is best to define acceptance testing in terms of 
meeting agreed Web site objectives. Criteria that realize these objectives need to be 
clearly established and benchmarked against by business stakeholders who are able to 
focus on evaluation against their area of responsibility and not become would-be Web 
designers. Of course, this is easier said than done. Guidelines and scripting can help focus 
internal testers, and this technique is covered later under "Testing techniques." 

Quality Testing 

At the same time, business sign off will be contingent on internal quality testing. The 
business must be sure that the Web site system functions the way it should, as a customer 
interface and in relation to internal systems and processes. To achieve this surety, the 
system must be subjected to: 

1. Interactivity testing 
2. Integration testing 
3. Compatibility testing 
4. Security auditing 
5. Performance testing 

1.. Interactivity testing 

Interactivity is the means by which customers get around a Web site and receive the 
information they are looking for. To ensure a quality customer experience, all interactive 
objects, such as external and internal links and navigation devices must, on interaction, 



return the expected response. The system should also return expected responses, such as 
appropriate error messages, when the customer does the "wrong" thing. 

Also, some interactivity, such as calculators or decision support tools, provide customers 
with intelligent responses. It is a good idea to identify these intelligent components and 
test them as stand-alone pieces of functionality. The tester should be provided with the 
rules regarding inputs and associated outcomes. Testers must ensure that every input and 
action generates the right output. This can become difficult if the logic behind the 
functionality has not been clearly defined, and this situation should be avoided. Any 
process of input-process-output must be defined according to some rules, and these can 
be captured in test scripts. 

Too often, businesses try to define rules at the same time as testing functionality. This 
usually results in confusion over what is being tested and results in a poor-quality product. 
If a business does not know outcomes relative to customer inputs, how are customers 
supposed to make any sense of the results they receive? If interaction promises an 
intelligent response, customers will expect it. It is better not to promise this type of 
intelligent interactivity than to provide something that is only half thought through. 

2.. Integration testing 

Some Web sites interface with a business's internal systems and processes. An online 
order process, for example, interfaces with internal systems receiving the order and the 
systems and processes used to process the order and provide the product. 

The interface between a Web site and internal systems must deliver customers with a 
seamless, end-to-end service experience, whether it be ordering, making an inquiry, 
requesting information, or activating a service. 

The flow of each process should be known and documented, and tests should be carried 
out to trace customer actions and requests through these processes to their logical 
conclusion. (The mapping of such processes is discussed in Chapter 5 under Process 
Improvement). If a business already tests parts of these processes, then only those parts 
affected by the Web site interface may need to be tested. 

3.. Compatibility testing 

Different development languages can be treated in different ways by different browsers. 
Early on in the development process, the business and the Web site development 
company should agree on which browsers must support the Web site. Testing should 
determine that the Web site runs as expected on each appropriate browser, and browser 
version. 

Different operating systems and different machines will also render Web pages 
differently. Again, the necessary user configuration should have been agreed on early in 
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the development process, and testing should ensure that the Web site runs as expected on 
each appropriate configuration. 

4.. Security auditing 

Security auditing refers to the testing of the Web site and Web server configuration to 
eliminate any security or access loopholes. 

5.. Performance testing 

Performance testing involves making the Web site and its server as efficient as possible, 
in terms of download speed and the efficient running and responsiveness of machines and 
servers. 

Testing Techniques 
Different techniques can be used when carrying out various forms of testing. I have 
presented an overview of different techniques you might find useful, including: 

1. Interviews 
2. Focus groups 
3. Demos 
4. Questionnaires 
5. Online surveys 
6. Usability inspection 
7. Modeling techniques 

You should take care when selecting testing techniques. You need to be sure that a 
technique will yield results appropriate to the nature and goals of each test you wish to 
complete. Guidelines on matching different techniques to different stages within the life 
of your project is covered later in this chapter under "Ten Success Factors." For now we 
will explore each of the techniques in turn. 

1. Interviews 

One-on-one interviews are commonly used to solicit customer feedback throughout all 
stages of development and in relation to prototyping and usability testing in particular. 
Interviews are useful when you need a reasonable level of detail about a customer's 
interaction with the Web site. However, they are problematic because they often 
encourage a higher level of intervention than a customer would ever experience in a real-
life environment. Leading a customer too much during the interview process removes the 
real-life dynamic of customers' intended actions and unpredictable behavior and can 
create a false test environment yielding misleading results. 

Close-range observation is the most useful characteristic of interviewing. This can be 
useful when evaluating a customer's use of a proposed Web site or an existing Web site 
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you wish to improve or redevelop. However, useful observation requires a skilled 
observer. 

In their book Contextual Design, Beyer and Holtzblatt provide some guidance for would-
be observers. They talk about various relationship models that interviewers and 
interviewees fall into and recommend the master-apprentice model as the most effective. 

The master-apprentice model forms a basis for the interviewer (the apprentice) to learn 
about what the interviewee (the master) is doing and trying to do. To avoid gleaning 
information too abstract to provide the level of detail required for design, the interviewer 
is required to reflect on and clarify the actions of the interviewee throughout the 
interview. The interviewer can also find out about the motivators and past experiences 
behind certain actions, and this creates a richer understanding of the context a system will 
be used in. 

Beyer and Holtzblatt describe four parts of a contextual interview, as follows: 

1. The conventional interview. The start of the interview is based on the conventions 
of getting to know the interviewee and establishing rapport. 

2. The transition. This is where the interviewer sets up the master-apprentice model. 
3. The contextual interview proper. This is where the interviewee teaches the 

interviewer about what they are doing. 
4. The wrap-up. This is where the interviewer reflects their understanding back to 

the interviewee for clarification. 

Beyer and Holtzblatt also offer some good advice to interviewers: "Take the attitude that 
nothing any person does is done for no reason; if you think it's for no reason, you don't 
yet understand the point of view from which it makes sense."[1] 

[1] Contextual Design: Defining Customer-Centered Systems by Hugh Beyer and Karen 
Holtzblatt. Copyright ©1998, Morgan Kaufmann Publishers, Inc. 

Customers must perceive an interviewer to be objective and open to their feedback. An 
interviewer also needs to be knowledgeable and informed enough to observe customer 
actions and mentally translate these into specific system changes and improvements (on 
the spot and later on). This isn't an easy balance to strike. For example, a system 
developer may be too close to the system to be objective and may be seen as an expert by 
the customer (getting in the way of the master-apprentice model). At the same time, a 
developer may be in the best position to extract meaningful results from the testing. 

When deciding who should interview customers, the merits and characteristics of each 
would-be interviewer should be taken on balance, having considered the nature and goals 
of each interview. 

2. Focus groups 
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Focus groups are also commonly used to solicit customer feedback throughout all stages 
of development. They are used in relation to concept and beta testing, in particular. Focus 
groups are useful when you need more general information about customers' needs, 
attitudes, and behaviors. However, they are problematic because they often result in too 
much abstraction and can be biased by "groupthink," where the views of one or two 
strong individuals influence a whole group. 

If you can counterbalance the cons of groupthink, and exploit the pros of group 
excitement and idea generation, focus groups give you an efficient and cost-effective way 
of generating customer feedback. It is just too time-consuming, and costly, to conduct 
many interviews where a focus group could suffice. (Bear in mind, however, that in 
specific tests such as usability testing, a large number of interviews are not required to 
uncover obvious usability problems.) 

In my experience, focus groups that comprise an interplay between exercise and 
discussion provide the most meaningful customer feedback. 

Exercise-creation can be difficult early on in the Web site development process because 
you don't have anything "physical" customers can interact with. You can, however, create 
good exercises by showing simple visual abstracts and by sharing simple stories of what 
customers can, or might like to, do. Avoid presenting visuals that customers perceive as 
designs because then they'll focus on the look and not on the idea. Showing other Web 
sites and discussing and whiteboarding common customer experiences can also be good 
bases for exercise and discussion. 

In addition, I have found the development of group decision support software to enhance 
the productivity and effectiveness of focus groups. There are also exciting opportunities 
for remote, asynchronous participation through the networking of group decision support 
software. This is discussed in more detail later in this chapter under Another Contextual 
Test Methodology? 

3. Demos 

Demos can be useful when you need flash-in-the-pan feedback from a group of users. 
However, demos often get confused with prototyping. Demos do not allow customer 
participation and are, therefore, not prototyping. You should have modest expectations of 
the feedback you get from demos. Without being able to interact with the system in real 
life, customers do not have enough of a feel for how useful the system will be. 

Demos may be most useful for gaining high-level acceptance from stakeholders within 
the business (i.e., as part of internal testing) but are not ideal for soliciting customer 
feedback. 

4. Questionnaires 
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In general, questionnaires are more useful for generating quantitative, rather than 
qualitative, information. Sometimes quantitative information is required to complement 
qualitative testing, particularly during exploratory research when businesses need 
customer demographics and statistics on general customer usage, or later when the 
propensity to adopt a particular product needs to de quantified. 

Some practitioners use short questionnaires after a tester has had a "real-life" experience 
of a Web site to gather rankings against certain criteria. This may be a useful approach, 
but without the ability to also conduct qualitative investigation you are limiting the 
feedback you receive by using your own criteria. 

Additionally, some user survey providers use questionnaires as follow-ups to online 
surveys. 

5. Online surveys 

As mentioned previously, under "Concept Testing," the results of numerous online Web 
user surveys are available, and these should be adopted with caution. Some are useful to 
provide necessary orientation, background, and direction, but information relative to your 
own audiences, and service offering, needs to be unique. Some user survey providers also 
offer customized online testing. They use predefined sample audiences to generate online 
survey results relative to your particular area of interest. 

Online research is not a thoroughly tested methodology; however, there is a reasonable 
body of work and experience to draw on. GVU (Graphics, Visualization and Usability 
Center) of the Georgia Institute of Technology has been a pioneer in the area of online 
research. By the time it conducted its fifth user survey, it had collected responses from 
55,000 Web users since January 1994. GVU shares a number of its learnings and 
experiences on their Web site (see Netography) as follows: 

• The greatest challenges to online surveys are, firstly, the constraints introduced by 
self-selection, which can introduce bias in the sample, and, secondly, limited 
sampling, which can inhibit the generalization of results. 

1. Self-selection. When people decide to participate in a survey, they select 
themselves. There is very little researchers can do to persuade people to 
participate if they don't want to. This may exclude some types of people 
from the survey and bias results toward those who do participate. 

2. Limited sampling. Sampling is not random, because participants have to 
see an invitation to participate and respond deliberately. Nonrandom 
results can't be taken as representative of all Web users. However, GVU 
has minimized the limitations of their sampling by promoting the survey 
through diverse media to attract as broad an audience of Web users as 
possible. 

• With each survey, GVU has advanced survey technology in line with new Web 
capabilities. On its Web site (see Netography), GVU reports its major advances to 
have been: 



o Adaptive questioning 

As they complete a survey, respondents will dynamically receive an 
adapted set of questions based on answers they have submitted. This 
decreases the number and complexity of questions each respondent is 
asked and removes common errors that result from human encoding of 
collected data. 

Adaptive questioning also ensures better survey completion. Questions the 
respondent did not answer the first time around would be returned with the 
dynamically generated follow-up questions. 

Java has been trialed as a means to facilitate more dynamism. The Java 
applet allows the connection between the respondent's action (clicking) 
and the system's action (adding the question) to be more explicit. 

The fact that the Java applet runs within the browser means that new sets 
of questions can be dynamically generated on the basis of a user's 
response to a particular question, right then and there within the browser. 
The Java applet is a program that can run itself within the browser, 
independent of the Web server. Each mouse click has the potential to 
trigger new questions which can be asked immediately. 

o Longitudinal tracking 

User-selected IDs were used to relate a respondent's answers across 
different sections in a survey. After entering an ID, respondents were 
given a URL (Web address), which contained their ID, to add to their 
bookmarks (stored Web addresses) and which they could use to participate 
in future GVU surveys. 

When respondents identified themselves as having previously participated 
in a survey, either by using the URL they had stored, or by remembering 
their ID, their identity was loosely checked and a partially completed 
survey was returned giving respondents the ability to review previously 
supplied information and modify it if necessary. 

As well as being a component of concept testing, online surveys can be a part of ongoing 
learning and evaluation, after a Web site has been made available to the public. There are 
ways and means of gaining customer feedback on a Web site, and this may not equate to 
the formal "online survey." In fact, one of the best, and most underutilized, forms of 
feedback is e-mail. 

Whatever form online testing takes, you must make sure that its placement and nature fit 
with customer goals and activity; do not get in the way of customer activity with online 
surveys or perpetual requests for feedback. The most useful point at which to gain 



feedback is when it is relevant to customer usage. If you want feedback on your order 
process, for example, offer an optional, short e-mail form at the completion of your order 
process. 

6. Usability inspection 

Jakob Nielsen gives usability inspection as the generic name for a set of methods that are 
all based on having evaluators inspect a user interface to find usability problems in the 
design. These usability inspection methods can be used early, and later on, in the 
development process. 

Useit.com (see Netography) gives an overview of usability inspection methods, which are 
abbreviated as follows: 

Involves individual inspection (probably by a usability specialist or expert developer/s): 

• Heuristic evaluation is the most informal method and involves having usability 
specialists (not customers and probably developers) judge whether the ten 
usability "heuristics" (summarized previously) are upheld. 

• Heuristic estimation is a variant on heuristic evaluation. Inspectors are asked to 
estimate the relative usability of two (or more) designs, in quantitative terms 
(typically expected user performance). 

• Cognitive walkthrough is a more detailed procedure that simulates a user's 
problem-solving process, step by step, to ensure that users can act correctly to 
meet their goals. 

• Feature inspection lists sequences of features used to accomplish typical tasks, 
checks for long sequences, cumbersome steps, steps that would not be natural for 
users to try, and steps that require an unrealistic level of knowledge and 
experience. 

• Standards inspection is where an interface standard expert inspects the interface 
for compliance. 

Involves group inspection (probably by specialists and users): 

• Pluralistic walkthrough involves group meetings where users, developers, and 
human factors people step through a scenario, discussing each dialogue element. 

• Formal usability inspection combines elements of both heuristic evaluation and 
a simplified form of cognitive walkthrough in a six-step procedure with strictly 
defined roles. 

• Consistency inspection is where designers, who represent multiple other projects, 
inspect an interface to see whether it does things in the same way as their own 
designs. 

Useit.com (see Netography) also describes the process of allocating severity ratings to 
usability problems. Severity ratings combine a number of factors in a single rating and 
are used to allocate resources and provide a rough estimation of additional usability 



efforts required. The severity of a usability problem is given as a combination of three 
factors, as follows: 

1. The frequency with which the problem occurs. Is it common or rare? 
2. The impact of the problem if it occurs. Will it be easy or difficult for users to 

overcome? 
3. The persistence of the problem. Is it a one-time problem that users can overcome 

once they know about it, or will users repeatedly be bothered by the problem? 

Underlying these three factors is the market impact of a problem. Some problems can 
have a devastating effect on the popularity of a product, even if they are "objectively" 
quite easy to overcome. 

7. Modeling techniques 

There are a number of testing techniques that help us model customer behavior and 
perceptions. These techniques help turn something abstract (customer actions and 
thoughts) into something conceptually "concrete" (narrative and pictures). 

Card sorting 

This technique allows you to find out about people's mental models; the way they think 
about things. By asking them to allocate cards to different ideas, you can better 
understand the way a customer thinks about a particular concept. This general technique 
is particularly useful when developing the information architecture of Web sites. 

By asking customers to sort cards into piles that make sense to them, we get an idea of 
how customers clump together the information and activities they would find on a Web 
site. (Of course, the cards assume what information and utility should be available to the 
customer, and therefore card sorting is not a way of measuring customers' satisfaction 
with the information and utility offered.) 

In the previous example of how employee feedback enhanced the development of Sun 
Microsystem's intranet, we considered what Nielsen called an "icon intuitiveness" test. 
Prior to completing this test, a card-sorting exercise was carried out to help design the 
information structure of the intranet site. On useit.com (see Netography), Nielsen 
describes the process as follows: 

… the SunWeb development group had brainstormed about possible information services 
to be provided over the system, resulting in a list of 51 types of information. We wrote 
the name of each of these services on a 3-by-4 inch notecard. In a few cases we also 
wrote a one-line explanation on the card. 

Before each user entered the lab, the cards were scattered around the desk in random 
order. The users were asked to sit down at a table and sort the cards into piles according 
to similarity. Users were encouraged not to produce too small or too large piles but they 



were not requested to place any specific number of cards in each pile. After a user had 
sorted the cards into piles of similar cards, the user was asked to group the piles into 
larger groups that seemed to belong together and to invent a name for each group. These 
names were written on Post-it notes and placed on the table next to the groups. The users 
typically completed the entire process in about 30 minutes, though some took about 40 
minutes. 

The results gave Nielsen's team categories of information to work with. Without trying to 
be overly scientific about it, "eyeballing" of the data yielded a rich understanding of ways 
information could be presented to make sense to users. 

Intuitiveness tests 

Many elements on a Web site require an intuitive response from customers, such as the 
use of particular metaphors or navigational devices such as icons. By simply showing 
customers these elements and asking for their intuitive response, we can get an idea of 
what will, or will not, conjure up the right meaning with customers. 

On useit.com (see Netography) Nielsen describes the process used in the previous "icon 
intuitiveness" example as follows: 

Based on the results from the card-sorting study, we defined fifteen first-level groupings 
of the information in SunWeb and designed icons for each of them for use on the Home 
page. The icons would be presented with labels to enhance users' ability to understand. 
Even so, we wanted to make the icons themselves as understandable as possible, and in 
order to achieve this goal we conducted an icon intuitiveness study where four users were 
shown the icons without labels and asked to tell us what they thought each icon was 
supposed to represent. 

Paper-based prototyping 

Early prototypes are often paper-based and are used as a guide for the design of actual 
screens and their interactivity. Of course, interactivity is ideal for getting meaningful 
feedback on a customer's experience, but in the absence of it, paper-based mockups can 
provide a useful guide. 

This technique is quite popular among designers and developers who want feedback on 
core elements of system design before committing to bits and bytes. Testers are invited to 
walk through a paper-based scenario while describing what they would expect to do, and 
find, along the way. Sometimes rough sketches are used to reinforce that the test is high 
level in nature, and sometimes more defined screen shots are used. 

To continue the Sun Microsystem example, having conducted the "icon intuitiveness" test 
and refined icon design, Nielsen's team completed a walkthrough of a paper-based 
prototype. Nielsen describes the process as follows: 



… we printed out a magnified color screendump of our design for the SunWeb Home 
page. We wanted to test a paper version instead of a screen version to avoid the problem 
of users clicking on buttons that, at that time, had no effect. The test users were asked to 
point to each button and think aloud what information they thought would be accessed 
through that button. At the end of the page walkthrough, the users were asked to 
comment on the aesthetics of the icons and to list the icons they liked the most and 
disliked the most. 

Workflow modeling 

We can conceptualize models that describe the "work" customers want, and need, to 
perform on a Web site on the basis of information gleaned from interviews or focus 
groups. However, these "work models" can be explicitly solicited and tested, not just 
interpreted. Testing work models helps us ensure that our interface facilitates tasks and 
activities that are optimally useful to customers. (The definition and use of these work 
models is a key part of business process improvement, which will be discussed further in 
Chapter 5.) 

We can ask customers to help us create our initial workflow models. Getting customers to 
simply draw out the flow of certain activities gives us an idea of the order in which 
customers do things and what they need to complete at each step in the process. 

I used this technique with a small group of customers involved in booking travel on 
behalf of their business organizations. There were many dynamics within their travel 
booking processes and a lot of organizational procedures involved. By asking these 
customers to draw their process, and describe it to a group, we were able to generate 
discussion of the types of booking processes encountered. From this, we then developed a 
list of mandatories for a potential online travel booking service. These mandatories, and 
the flow diagrams, could then be translated directly into initial designs. 

We can also check workflow models with customers later in development. Previously, 
under "Prototyping" we discussed using interactive, critical slices of the Web site system 
as prototypes. Some of these slices can relate to workflow models explicitly, such as 
online ordering. By asking the customer to perform a particular task, such as placing an 
order, we can determine how well our workflow model fits by assessing how easily 
customers complete the online process and how likely they are to use it. 

Guidelines and scripting 

When testing within a business, we need to provide testers with as much guidance as 
possible. Internal testers who are not clear on what they are testing, and who have a 
particular barrow to push, will get in the way of meaningful testing, and, ultimately, the 
formal sign off of the Web site Guidelines provide parameters for testing and scripts 
provide the process. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch05#ch05


Guidelines need to describe the testers' area of responsibility, the criteria against which 
they are testing, and the process by which a "fault" or discrepancy should be reported and 
how it will be resolved. 

Scripts take testers through the testing process, step by step. Scripts should describe the 
action they need to perform and the response they should receive on completion of each 
action. 

For example, a sample script for interactivity testing of a Web site's "check my personal 
details" is shown in Table 3-1. 

Table 3-1. Example of an Internal Test Script 

Check My Personal Details  

Test 
No.  

Test 
Item  

Test Action  Expected Response  Pass/Fail  

4.1  Process  1. Click on "Check 
My Details" from the 
Navigation Bar. 

2. Change your details 
and click on the 
"Send" button. 

1. Are you presented with a screen 
populated with your existing 
information? 

2. Are you presented with a thank you 
message confirming the changes have 
been made? 

  

4.2  Receipt  1. Upon completion of 
4.1.2 the email is received.  

1. The e-mail is received in the inbox of 
jodie@xorganization.com.  

  

 

The script walks the tester through the testing of the Web site's performance against very 
clear criteria related to inputs (test actions) and outputs (expected responses). 

 Another Contextual Test Methodology? 
The phenomenon of electronic collaboration and the development of groupware have 
presented some opportunities to conduct richer customer testing; testing that tells us more 
about the real-life context a customer operates in. 

Group decision support software, such as GroupSystems by Ventana, has been developed 
to support the decision making of groups. By harnessing the ability of electronic systems 
to gather a large amount of potentially asynchronous data, group software provides an 
environment in which groups can gather and process information quickly and effectively. 

Ventana's GroupSystems has been designed principally to improve the effectiveness of 
electronic meetings. However, it presents some fundamental attributes that lend 
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themselves to effective, and contextual, customer testing. (You can explore Ventana.com 
to find out more about the GroupSystems software and how it is being used.) 

I have found GroupSystems, and associated facilitation centers, to be useful in 
conducting high-level, and more detailed, customer testing. The software and setup is 
excellent for brainstorming and idea generation, and provides an environment where 
customers can naturally interact with Web sites and provide comments. The testing and 
setup would be characterized as follows: 

• You would have a group of about seven to twelve customers sitting behind desks 
in a horseshoe, all with their own laptop or PC in front of them. 

• Each laptop or PC is running GroupSystems, and customers can contribute 
comments anonymously using the software. 

• The software allows customers to complete "exercises" such as commenting on 
specific topics, brainstorming, categorizing information, and voting. 

• Every interaction the customer has with the software is centrally captured and can 
be projected on a screen visible to all participants. 

• An accredited facilitator controls the central projection of customer responses and 
the use of the software. This facilitator may also run the testing session, or work 
alongside another facilitator dedicated to running the testing, rather than the 
equipment. 

• By guiding the group through a series of exercises, in conjunction with traditional 
focus group techniques, the facilitator is able to get the required feedback on the 
object of the testing. 

• All the customer interactions the system captures are held in a useful report that 
can be disseminated by e-mail or printed out. No customer comments are lost. 

A typical testing room, such as the Santa Rita group room at Ventana headquarters in 
Tucson, Arizona, may look like this: 

Figure 3-6. A typical Ventana-style testing room. 



 

 

This, and other, testing rooms can be found on the Ventana.com Web site along with 
other useful resources such as the University of Arizona's learnings after having built six 
generations of decision support software, conducted over 150 research studies and 
facilitated over 4,000 e-sessions over twelve years. 

While using group decision-support software offers some exciting new opportunities, it is 
not perfect (as is the case with any testing methodology). I have found there to be a 
number of pros and cons in this kind of testing, as follows: 

Pros 

• Rapid, effective and efficient collection and storage of data for analysis. 
• The environment allows very quick generation of a lot of ideas and encourages 

spontaneity in customer feedback. 
• Anonymity allows customers to contribute comments without being directly 

influenced by the group (however, I'm not suggesting that "groupthink" is 
eliminated, because it isn't). 

• Customers can interact with a Web site naturally, without mediation (provided a 
browser is available on their laptop/PC as well as the GroupSystems software). 
This better reproduces true customer behavior and removes the disadvantages of 
leading customers through an interview process. 

• Data can be synthesized there and then, allowing analysis and reflection to occur 
within the testing session. This generates more meaningful results and reduces the 
overall time spent in analysis and reflection. 

• The facilitator can use the electronically generated data to direct other 
nonelectronic activities. 



Cons 

• The facilitator, and the group, can suffer from information overload and this can 
get in the way of meaningfully using the data generated. 

• The technology can be seen as the end and not the means to an end. The facilitator 
has to work hard to generate discussion. 

• Sometimes anonymity can get in the way of further exploration. This can often be 
overcome by the facilitator, but the depth will never be the same as that gained in 
a one-on-one interview. 

I have generally got the best from this approach by using it alongside one-on-one 
interviews and, within the testing session, by alternating electronic exercises with group 
discussion. 

It takes a little practice to facilitate these sessions effectively and, if you wish to explore 
this approach, you should probably talk to someone from the facilitation center nearest to 
you about available centers and facilitators. (Contacts can be found on Ventana.com.) 

Ventana is also exploring the application of "distributed systems" to group decision 
making. The prospect of being able to achieve group collaboration electronically, over 
distributed locations, also offers some potentially exciting opportunities for customer 
testing across geographically spread (and maybe even global) markets. The Web itself 
renders time and space largely irrelevant, so it will be an interesting prospect to be able to 
effectively conduct testing in this same context. 

Putting it All Together 
Now that we have considered different types of testing and testing techniques, we are 
faced with the challenge of putting together our own testing strategy. 

Many books and articles have been written on the software development cycle, and 
testing is a part of that cycle. Some commentators claim that software development 
approaches cannot be applied to Web development. I disagree. I think the process is 
similar while the inputs, outputs, and timeframes are different. 

My version of the software development cycle, as it applies to Web site development, is 
given in Figure 3-7. 

Figure 3-7. E-service development cycle along three coincident streams of 
activity. 
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The model shows three coincident streams of activity: project process, internal testing 
and external customer testing.: 

Notes 

1. Exploratory research may not need to be as in-depth on the second, or subsequent, 
times around the cycle. However, you should try to stay abreast of competitive 
activity and technological development because these will quickly, and radically, 
change the environment your customers operate in. 

2. Quality testing, prior to testing Web site concepts, could include simple usability 
checking by the development company. 

3. Quality testing, prior to prototyping, needs to be more thorough, since the product 
is more developed, and possibly interactive. Testing may include usability 
checking, interactivity testing and some integration, compatibility, and 
performance testing (to make sure the customer can complete test processes 
reliably). 

4. You may choose to prototype earlier in the development cycle, before the product 
is interactive (e.g., with paper-based mockups) or later when the test product is 
interactive. You may not necessarily do both. For optimal results, early 
prototyping may be useful to test core concepts such as the navigation system and, 



later, prototyping may be useful to test the usefulness and attractiveness of core 
processes (of which navigation will be a part). 

The internal testing, customer testing, and project process activities build on one another, 
as we move from one stage in the cycle to the next. Activities also build on one another, 
within each stage, as we move from the inside to the outside of the circle. So, for example, 
the project process activity of sanity checking of initial concepts is based on the criteria 
defined during requirement definition (building on the previous stage in the cycle), and 
you would start with some initial quality testing before exposing customers to the 
elements being tested (moving from the inside to the outside of this stage in the cycle). 

You may not necessarily end up following this cycle exactly. You may decide to do some 
tests and not others. For example, you may skip e-service concept testing and go straight 
to Web site concept testing, or even prototyping. If testing is skipped at a given stage in 
the cycle, it introduces more risk of being further away from meeting customer 
requirements when you do test. 

The pros and cons of skipping testing at various stages must be taken on balance given 
the level of familiarity you have with your customers and providing them with e-services. 
If you do skip testing at some point, make sure you don't test fundamental concepts too 
late. The Web site is just the manifestation of your e-service strategy; if your strategy 
isn't right, your Web site won't be either. 

The danger is that you may develop a great Web site that is of little use to your customers. 
It is tempting to assume we know our customers' needs and the way they behave, 
translate that into a Web site concept, and then test it late in development or on 
completion. At this stage, we are past the point of no return, and we may be faced with 
having to launch a substandard service or fundamentally start all over again. It is 
surprising the number of times Web sites go public when they are known to be out of 
touch with customer needs. 

Each testing activity doesn't have to be a project in itself. In fact, if you follow the above 
cycle, each testing activity is optimally efficient because testing can be simply focused on 
supporting one particular project activity. Problems arise when you try to support too 
many project activities and execute a complex testing brief. Typically, you end up getting 
general information about not very much. Also bear in mind that the testing techniques 
we have discussed don't require large test audiences or arduous processes. Asking small 
groups of customers simple and straightforward questions at the right times will save you 
the pain of redevelopment or customer disdain later on. 

Ten Success Factors 
To help you put together an optimal test strategy, and test plans, we will consider some of 
the secrets of successful testing; testing that will ensure a customer-effective Web site 
results. 
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The ten success factors for an optimal test strategy and plan are as follows: 

1. Strike a balance between methodologies, design and redesign, competing business 
and e-customer desires and make a balanced interpretation of e-customer 
requirements 

2. Match research techniques to desired outcomes 
3. Time testing to produce the right results when you need them 
4. Optimize expertise and resource for objectivity and optimal test results 
5. Ask the right people, more than once to benchmark changes in needs over time 
6. Create the right context for testing 
7. Ask the right questions 
8. Employ a good feedback process 
9. Use the results you get 
10. Plan your tests 

Now, let's explore each of these success factors in turn. 

1.. Strike a Balance 

Balance is required in a number of areas: to select methodologies and techniques and to 
get the right information without having to test forever, or compromise the design process. 

Methodologies and techniques 

You should be familiar with the different types of testing, testing techniques, and the pros 
and cons of each. No test is perfect. However, you can cover your bases by combining 
methodologies and techniques to achieve a balanced approach overall. For example, 
consider the following methodologies and techniques that complement each other: 

• Quantitative and qualitative research. Quantitative research will provide 
quantification of market demand and demographics, while qualitative research 
will give you a better understanding of people's attitudes and perceptions. 

• Interviews and focus groups. Interviews will give you more detailed insight into 
the needs of individuals while focus groups allow you to generate ideas and 
explore concepts with groups. 

• Online surveys against other sampling and selection methods. Online surveys are 
expedient and can be skewed toward certain types of Web users; other tests such 
as questionnaires allow more rigorous sampling and selection of respondents and 
can verify, and flesh out, online results. 

Information quality, not quantity 

You should avoid unhelpful information overload, whenever, and however, you test. 
Hone in on the essence of what you need to know at a given point of time and be very 
clear about what you are testing. Decide on what is manageable and what will make a 
tangible difference to where you are at. 



Start with the answers you need and map these back to a few simple questions. Lots of 
peripheral information just gets in the way and does not provide value for the money. It is 
better to get a two-page summary of what you need to do, than 50 pages of dialogue that 
you will only struggle to do anything useful with. 

Design versus redesign 

You will need to balance the need to revise concepts and development with getting the 
work done. In this medium, you could revise forever and still not feel like you're getting 
close enough; things move that quickly. 

At some stage you will have to put a stake in the ground and make something available to 
the public. That's not an excuse to get the basics wrong, but is recognition of the fact that 
the Web is dynamic and immediate and you can improve things as you go (as long as you 
do it in a way that delivers value to customers and encourages them to stay with you). 

Reconciling different desires 

In deciding what is good enough, you will have to balance customer needs and goals with 
business goals, because customers and business seldom want exactly the same things. 
You will have to make trade offs. 

You will be given many directives as a result of customer testing and many directives as 
a result of internal testing; and they won't always line up. This is why it is critical to find 
out what customers want the most and what the business wants the most. 

It only takes a minute to ask customers to rank things for you. For example, if customers 
have identified a workflow they have to perform online, ask them what absolutely has to 
be done online and what doesn't, and if customers identify a list of functionality they 
want on your site, ask them what is most, and least, important to them. Then judgment 
has to be used to decide who gets what they want and when; and that decision needs to be 
an informed one. 

Reality versus fantasy 

There's a phenomenon I have seen time and time again when testing in e-space. I call it 
the "expectation-plus" phenomenon. As soon as customers and business people start 
thinking about cyberspace, they seem to conjure up images of the "wizardry" of 
computers and the Internet. Sometimes you wonder if they really do think it all happens 
by "magic." You have to create a meaningful frame of reference that grounds customers 
in tangible and practical terms and avoid getting carried away by hype. Staying focused 
on what customers do and need to do, is always grounding and something customers can 
act as authorities on, without a moment's hesitation. 

As well as counterbalancing the "expectation-plus" phenomenon, you will also have to 
balance customer expectations against what your company can deliver; without limiting 



possibilities or inhibiting insight into what customers really need and want from you. It's 
a difficult balance to strike. 

I find it best to allow customers to "blue-sky" things (i.e., generate their wish list) and not 
limit their thoughts and ideas. Later on, as you start to zero in on priorities, you can add a 
dose of reality. And generally, customers will say, "Well, they obviously can't do all of 
this right now; not all at once." Customers will help you prioritize realistically. However, 
it does take guidance and your testing facilitators should have a feel for technological 
boundaries; otherwise you can spend a lot of time chasing rainbows and find no pot of 
gold. 

Balanced interpretation 

Interpreting test results and translating them into recommendations take as much careful 
thought as designing and executing the testing. You have to take everything on balance 
when making recommendations. You need to consider the dynamics that have led to the 
results; things like the obvious effects of groupthink and customer frustration with 
technology may need to be recognized and accounted for. (especially if you have 
experienced problems during testing). 

You can't please everyone all of the time, and test results should not be taken literally as 
recommendations. The key is to get to the essence of what customers need to be able to 
do to act successfully as customers. Sometimes, you have to realize that customer 
requirements may have been given in another guise; for example, when I got feedback on 
a proposed home page. All the customers gave a different view: "Shouldn't it look like 
this instead?," "What about some animation?," "What about some more color?" etc. What 
they were trying to say was that the home page was boring and unexciting, but they didn't 
have the requisite knowledge of e-space to volunteer a smart solution, so they just offered 
the best solution they could come up with at the time. To go back to the company and say, 
"You need some animation on your home page" would have been treating a symptom 
(actually, probably creating another one) rather than solving a problem. 

2.. Match Technique to Outcome 

We have an awesome grab-bag of techniques we can use in our testing, as we saw 
previously in this chapter under "Testing Techniques." We must bear in mind, however, 
that some techniques are more appropriate than others, depending on what we're trying to 
find out and when. Each technique will provide a different spin on the information we 
need. 

Figure 3-8 provides some ideas of techniques most likely to be used as components of the 
test plan at different stages in a project: 

3.. Time Things Right 
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Matching techniques to outcomes helps you to get detailed feedback on the area of most 
interest at the right time. For example, interviewing helps provide detail on exactly what 
customers do, usability tests provide detail on what they can use, and focus groups can 
provide detail on usage boundaries. 

If you're redesigning an existing Web site, you have an initial reference point for 
discussion, but avoid getting minutiae on the existing site too early in the process. 

Of course, you can also get detailed feedback too late to be able to do anything useful 
with it. It is critical not to leave the testing of strategic and conceptual fundamentals until 
late in the development process. I have observed cases where concept testing was 
inherent in prototyping; late in the development process. By this time, flaws in the basic 
e-service offering and concepts, such as the navigation system, will be costly to fix, not to 
mention downright inconvenient. 

To avoid rework as much as possible, testing should be timed with development. The 
testing plan should follow the development plan and the Web site designer should advise 
possible test components in line with their deliverables and timeframe. If the Web site 
designer is clear on the testing a company wishes to complete, the designer can ensure the 
company adopts an appropriate development process. Agreeing on critical Web site 
components and planning their delivery can help a business and their Web site 
development company plan, and execute, their respective testing and development tasks. 

4.. Optimize Expertise and Resource 

As we have seen, some testing is general and some more specific. The more specific the 
testing gets, the more likely that expert testers (such as usability experts and expert Web 
site developers) and facilitators will be required to conduct the test ing. However, all 
testing demands an understanding of the e-service environment and the operation of e-
customers within it. 

Figure 3-8. Techniques relative to project stages. 



 

 

It is difficult to keep a balance between objectivity and familiarity. A partnering of 
professional researchers and facilitators with Web site development experts can help 
strike that balance, and this may involve cooperation between the business that must 
deliver the Web site and the development company they have employed to create it. This 
cooperation may go something like this: 

• Exploratory research. The company will take the lead and may even complete 
this phase before appointing a company to develop their Web site. However, if a 
working relationship already exists, an outward-looking development company 
may be able to offer a business some valuable background orientation. 

• Quality testing prior to concept testing. Both the business and the Web site 
development company will complete quality checking independently. 

• Concept testing. 



o E-service concepts. The company will take the lead, since it is largely 
refining its own e-service strategy. 

o Web site concepts. The Web site designer will take the lead, since it is 
testing its initial concepts. 

• Quality testing prior to prototyping. Both the business and their Web site 
development company will complete quality checking independently. The 
development company may introduce usability or development experts into its 
quality testing. 

• Prototyping. The business and Web site development company may act in concert 
to strike a good balance between strategic objectivity and product familiarity. 

• Quality testing prior to beta testing. Both the business and Web site development 
company will complete quality checking independently. 

• Beta testing. The business and Web site development company may again act in 
concert, but there will be less dependence on experts to interpret feedback into 
system changes at this point. 

• Acceptance testing. This is the responsibility of the business. 
• Final quality testing. Both the business and Web site development company will 

complete quality checking independently. However, the development company 
may play a role in helping the business complete integration and performance 
testing, given the likely migration of the system from the development company 
to the business' production environment. 

5.. Ask the Right People, More Than Once 

It is likely that you will need to recognize a number of different Web site audiences, 
although only one or two may be your focus (refer back to We Have Multiple Audiences 
in Chapter 1). Your testing, at least early on, should try to keep a broad perspective on 
audience; this will give you a better idea of what not to do, as much what to do to avoid 
alienating customers from different audiences. Later on, you may want to narrow in on 
specific Web site uses by audience. Beta testing may also include participants from 
subsidiary audiences to ensure they are not alienated by the focus on key audiences. 

It is also important to cover a cross-section of technological abilities when testing. You 
should not confine yourself to novice users or experienced users because your customers 
could be either or anywhere in-between. However, beware the dynamics of putting 
different experience levels together in focus groups. It can become exceedingly difficult 
to manage exercises, and the pace at which they are executed, when experience levels are 
too diverse. 

And once you've worked out whom you should be talking to, talk to them more than once. 
This will help you benchmark and track attitudinal and behavioral changes as customers 
learn about e-space and use your Web site. 

6.. Create the Right Context 
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Our inquiry should be contextual; it should help us create e-services that fit with the way 
customers need to work as customers. We are more interested in customers telling us 
stories about what they do, and why, than we are in generating loads of statistically 
significant data. We need to create test environments where customers can think in 
metaphor and scenario. 

In addition, the customers' use of the Web site must be as natural as possible; we 
shouldn't interfere too much with the way they would normally interact with Web sites. If 
we want to be sure our interface is intuitive, we must allow customers to interact with it 
without our direction or interference. The more researchers direct e-customers to parts of 
a Web site, the more unnatural the e-customer's usage will be. When a customer sees a 
Web site for the first time, they can interact with it any old way they want. This random 
and undirected usage is part of an e-customer's experience and will affect their 
impressions of a Web site. 

Early in this chapter we looked at a contextual test methodology that utilizes group 
decision support software within focus groups. This approach seems to create an 
environment where e-customers can interact with a Web site naturally and where 
researchers are able to collect and explore test responses. 

7.. Ask the Right Questions 

We must identify the fundamental questions, requiring answers, at each stage in the life 
of our projects. We must match our questions, and not just our techniques, with outcomes. 
And we should build on what we know and avoid restating the obvious. Results like "the 
navigation needs to be consistent" and "the site should be useful" are givens—we need to 
understand the specific applications of these principles as well as the principles 
themselves. With the relevant principles in mind, we can ask more pertinent questions 
that help us get to the crux of what we need to do. 

Simple, direct questions work best. And those questions should break ideas down into 
bite-sized chunks. Asking customers, "what do you want?" or "what do you think of this 
idea…?" will just lead to blank looks. If you keep things grounded in exercises and 
tangible examples, customers will be able to respond to more useful thought triggers and 
provide you with better feedback. 

While providing customers with tangible exercises and examples, avoid "selling" your 
concepts to your audience. There is a real temptation to do this in a demo or prototype 
environment, where you may have to present information to customers. 

8.. Employ a Good Feedback Process 

There is no point doing great testing if it will be ignored due to an inadequate feedback 
process. A sound feedback and evaluation process, and the related activities of specific 
individuals, should be nailed down before testing starts. 



The process shown in Figure 3-9 can work well, as long as decision makers are clearly 
identified and can act quickly. 

Figure 3-9. A process for making changes on the basis of test results. 

 

 

An exception report translates test results into a precis of recommended modifications 
that are agreed on (or not) and then itemized in a final list of modifications. The parties 
responsible for the changes must advise progress against the specified changes and then 
these can be retested as required. 

9.. Use What You Get 

A good feedback process will help you make sure things happen as a result of your 
testing, and this takes time. You must factor in time to interpret and act on your test 
results. Good planning early on in the project will allow you to run tests and make 
changes in parallel, so you don't get unduly held up by the change process. However, you 
can't always redevelop and develop simultaneously because Web sites reuse common 
components in many different parts of the site. Sometimes you will have to put the brakes 
on and make the necessary changes before you do anything else. 

And you must make sure that you don't lose the value of your testing in the interpretation 
of results. Someone has to be dedicated to quickly translating results into usable 
directives for being customer-effective. In addition, somewhere along the line, someone 
is going to have to act as final arbitrator on behalf of the business, the Web site 
development company and customers. Final arbitration should be a part of the process 
and not come as an unwelcome surprise to designers flat out making what they 
understand to be final modifications. (See the discussion on the "customer advocate" in 
Chapter 5 under "Setting up the Project.") 
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10.. Plan Your Tests 

In every test you do, you should be crystal clear about exactly what is being tested, and 
how. Writing a test plan will help you crystallize exactly what has to happen. You will 
need to ask yourself: 

• What is the test subject and its scope? For example, if you're testing an order 
process, where does it begin and end? 

• What are you testing for? Be as specific as possible. If you are going to test one 
aspect of the test subject, make that limitation clear. You must understand what 
you are testing; if you're testing specific functionality, you must know exactly 
how it's supposed to work. 

• What are the test criteria? How will you know whether something has passed or 
failed? Wherever possible, you should describe necessary outcomes, relative to 
inputs through scenarios, scripts and test cases. 

• What is the test process? Map out the process, allocate specific people to specific 
tasks, and tell them how long they have to complete them, and why. 

Deciding What is Right for You 

How you choose to combine the various types of testing with the various stages of your 
project will be key to your success. There is no standard approach that can be adopted in 
every case, but some of the ideas and guidelines we have covered will help you on your 
way. However, the closer you can get to the development cycle shown in Figure 3-7, the 
better. 

When deciding your testing approach, you will need to consider the following: 

Timing 

Take a good hard look at your schedule. When will it be imperative to get customer 
feedback before and during development? Think about the decisions being made and the 
information needed to make them with a customer perspective in mind. If there isn't 
enough time to do the testing you need to do, then consider the risk of not doing it and 
whether you can live with that. Of course, being customer-effective requires you to talk 
to your customers. How much attention you want to pay to your customers is, ultimately, 
up to you. 

Fit with your project 

Testing will need to fit with your project methodology. There may be strong principles 
guiding what happens, when and by whom, and you should establish what these 
principles are at the beginning of the project and consider how they affect testing. For 
example, if there is a clear approval process, this should be adopted in your testing 
feedback and change control process. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch03lev1sec5#ch03fig07


Level of rigor required 

Different organizational cultures demand different levels of rigor; some cultures are 
founded on a more scientific view of the world, and a more thorough and substantial 
testing approach may be required to reach consensus and get things done. Other cultures 
are founded on a more empirical view of the world, and testing may be more inductive or 
intuitive. It can be a good idea to run the proposed testing approach past key stakeholders 
at the beginning of the project to see how comfortable people are with what, and how, 
testing will be done. 

How results will be applied 

It is worthwhile doing testing only if the results are applied. Consider the types of outputs 
from each type of testing and whether they would, or could, be used within the 
infrastructure of your project. It should be clear where there is not a good match; bearing 
in mind, however, that a mismatch between outputs and their use may mean your project 
team and tasks may not yet be fully defined. 

Expertise and resource available 

Also, with each type of testing you will need to consider who is available to complete the 
testing, across all parties involved. Talk with suppliers to develop a cooperative approach 
to testing. Testing is a resource-hungry task and the more hands on deck, the better. 

Redesign versus first-time development. 

First-time development will probably demand a broader scope and more detailed results 
than subsequent development. How much you can shorthand your test approach, 
subsequent times around, will depend on how close you have got to your customers and 
how familiar you are with them. 

As time passes companies will be able to optimize their Web sites to get to know their 
customers better, and, provided this customer knowledge is captured and applied, the 
need for discrete test exercises will reduce. 

However, companies will always need to keep an eye on the big picture and think about 
what other e-service opportunities and audiences exist. Additionally, some Web sites are 
just not up to having more and more bits "tacked on over time." In these cases, it may be 
advisable to test with a blank sheet of paper rather than try to leverage previous testing 
and feedback, particularly if the focus, and development, of the Web site has shifted 
between different tasks and different audiences over time. 

Chapter 4. E-Service Requirement 
Definition 
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How well you describe what you need to develop relates directly to your ability to win 
and retain e-customers. 

Your suppliers can't make up for lack of thought and clarity within your business. 

Having considered what customers want from e-service providers, we will now consider 
how an e-service provider goes about establishing and defining their e-services and the 
associated infrastructure. 

The requirement definition process occurs internally within the e-service providing 
organization and then these requirements are communicated to the development company. 
To give e-service providers a head start, we will look at some best-practice fundamentals, 
and the key decisions that organizations have to make, before looking at how they can 
successfully complete the requirement definition process. 

Eleven Best-Practice Fundamentals 
E-business hasn't been around long enough for us to empirically establish best practice. 
However, in a short time, there have been enough examples of what has worked, and 
what has not, to intuitively establish some best-practice fundamentals. Based on my 
research, reading and experience, these best-practice fundamentals are as follows: 

1. Innovate. 
2. Be an e-citizen. 
3. Create value early. 
4. Deliver on a clear value proposition. 
5. Integrate. 
6. Balance the physical and virtual. 
7. Know whom you're dealing with. 
8. Create a useful experience. 
9. Operate in real time. 
10. Match business capabilities. 
11. Use technology as an enabler. 

We will explore each of these fundamentals in turn. 

1.. Innovate 

The e-business phenomenon has redefined the way people do, and will do, business, in 
the following ways: 

1. Some industries have fundamentally changed the services they offer, how they are 
offered, by whom and to whom. Decreased margins, wholesale buying and selling, 
and increased market coverage have changed the fundamental business decisions 
that organizations make. Online pioneers, such as Amazon, with its discounting 
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and range of titles, are transforming the way business is being done online and 
offline. 

2. The boundaries between industries have become blurred and the traditional 
demarcation between types of business may no longer be valid. Intra- and 
interindustry cooperation and consolidation have occurred in e-space, particulalry 
through the advent of portals that give access to a range of products and services. 

3. New industries and markets have arisen as a result of new e-business 
opportunities, such as offering new types of information and processes, in new 
ways, for financial gain. 

4. Disintermediation has occurred where companies have been removed from the 
supply chain (such as in the case of removing agents and brokers from the sales 
process), along with increased mediation where companies have been added to the 
supply chain (such as adding online brokerage services on behalf of new buying 
groups). 

These changes are a threat to traditional industry but are also an opportunity to innovate. 
By thinking outside traditional boundaries we can tap into new markets and find new and 
better ways of doing business. We can also engage in what I call "information 
innovation" as we provide customers with access to information that they couldn't get 
anywhere else but on the Web, and we can do it in new and exciting ways. 

In addition, we can optimize the interactivity and immediacy of the Web, and associated 
Internet technologies, to innovate. For example, we can now provide online demos and 
simulations, customizable content, and tailored solutions. We can also bring the customer 
further into our business than we ever have before. For example, we can allow customers 
to interact with their own data and directly affect business processes and outcomes as a 
result. 

And we can be the first to innovate in a particular way. Innovative application of Internet 
technologies differentiates us from our competitors and may put us in a leadership 
position. Leadership, even if it is not sustained over the long term, can establish a 
window where customers are won, which then provides the opportunity for those 
customers to also be retained (through various means) over the longer term. 

2.. Be an E-Citizen 

When you create "real estate" in cyberspace, you become part of much greater whole. 
You cannot act in isolation on the Web; you are a citizen in an e-community; and that 
community has its own set of protocols and cyberculture. Your e-customers will move to 
and fro in cyberspace, and your Web site may be only one of their destinations. You 
should not act as if you exist on the Web in isolation. Participation in the e-community is 
implicit in being on the Web. 

Now, participation in the e-community can be made explicit. Communities can be created 
within and across e-customer groups and within and across industries. Oftentimes, 
businesses make weak attempts at creating communities—just because the Web 



facilitates the interactions of many people doesn't mean that those people necessarily 
want to interact, or interact in the way businesses think they do. When considering the 
community aspects of your Web site, you should consider all the parties that make up 
your customers' e-service experience, and why, and consider how those should be 
brought together on the Web. 

Once you become a member of an e-community, you are better able to tap into, and reach, 
the e-customers who move around in that community. And how you do that will be 
captured in your Web marketing plan. 

3.. Create Value Early 

As we know, value drives a business as much as cost and revenue do. Value is often 
elusive because it is hard to quantify and qualify. However, what people perceive as 
valuable is a major determinant in whether they choose to do business with us. 

In e-space, there are many ways to create value through the services we provide to e-
customers and the communications we have with them. The first most obvious value 
opportunity is to become customer-effective and utilize the Web for the benefit of your 
customers. In addition, a good hard look at how your industry is serving e-customers will 
give you plenty of ideas of how you can enhance e-service in general. You can create 
value just by doing better than other e-service providers. 

Once you've got the basics right, the potential is limitless. However, you do have to get 
the most critical basics right (at least). Customers may give you only one shot at serving 
them online. If you deliver a bad experience, chances are they won't stick around until 
you do. You need to ensure there is value for customers right from day one. 

The mentality of making software releases, where people put up with bugs until they get 
them fixed, has been, dangerously, carried over to Web development. The Web is a 
dynamic and agile environment and people won't put up with a staid "release it and fix it 
later" mentality. You don't have to be perfect, but you do need to offer enough value to 
keep e-customers interested. 

4.. Deliver on a Clear Value Proposition 

Clearly communicating a value proposition is important to position organizations and 
manage customer expectations offline, and even more important when a business is 
online. Customers will go to your Web site for a reason and, for every visit, you have to 
make that reason very clear, before the customer gets to your site and while they're there. 

And because the Web is an experiential medium, where customers create value through 
their actions, you must be clear about the value you deliver throughout your site as well, 
as follows: 



• Make it very clear to your e-customer what your Web site will, or will not, do for 
them. 

• Make it very clear to your e-customer how your Web site offering fits with your 
whole service offering (comprising online and offline services). 

• Provide a reason for every customer interaction, and deliver against it (recall 
customer directive number 2, "Tell me what I get if I do this"). 

5.. Integrate 

E-business strategy should be an integrated part of overall business and marketing 
strategy. The strategy process used to formulate e-business strategy should be in harmony 
with other strategy processes. Overall, business and marketing strategy will feed e-
business strategy and vice versa. Of course, if e-business is your business, then business 
and e-business strategy are one and the same thing anyway. 

Customers know when the e-services they receive are not integrated with the rest of your 
business. Customers know when they get inconsistent or conflicting marketing messages 
and communication, when they can't complete an online process because something 
"didn't get through" or got lost in business processing, and when someone tries to sell 
them something they have already bought, or inquired about, on the Web, for example. 

And, of course, there's integration of the customer into the company, as per Figure 1-1 in 
Chapter 1. Customers expect organizations to provide convincing access to: 

• Product and Service Information. Your customers will expect to have direct and 
easy access to quality product and service information. 

• Problem Resolution. Customers will expect to be able to "solve problems" via 
your Web site, and you need to give them real ways to do this. 

• People. Contacts should be provided in relation to particular activities and areas 
of expertise. This goes beyond offering an e-mail address such as info@… 

• Process. Transactional functionality inherently achieves this, but you should also 
find ways to involve customers in developing or improving business processes, 
even if it's simply involving them in the development of your Web site. 

6.. Balance the Physical and Virtual 

Many customer service experiences combine physical (offline) and virtual (online) 
communication to deliver an overall service experience. If this is the case, care must be 
taken not to force customers to be physical when they don't want to be, or virtual when 
they don't want to be. 

Customer empowerment puts the choice of being physical or virtual in the hands of the 
customer. Of course, this shift in the balance of power is not particulalry attractive to 
companies seeking to save on the costs of physical assets by migrating customers to 
online platforms. However, even if a company replaces physical services with virtual 
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services, it must still provide the customer with access to personal support. There should 
always be a human behind the "system," someone you can talk to when all else fails. 

An optimal service provider will always strike a balance between maximum efficiency 
and maximum personal service, and will balance the physical and virtual to achieve that 
overall balance. This physical-virtual balance is particularly important in facilitating 
customer adoption of new online services. 

The more high-tech a system in general, the more high-touch the counterbalance required 
to encourage its adoption. This is especially important when a company is principally 
responsible for the adoption of online services. Sometimes, a company is able to deal 
with customers who have already adopted the Web, or adopted certain online services, 
but this is not always the case. Companies that are breaking new ground in online 
servicing have to educate, and woo, e-customers. 

7.. Know Who You're Dealing With 

The premise of this entire book is that you must understand and respond meaningfully to 
e-customers. Before you do that, you need to know who your e-customers are—the ones 
you seek and the ones you don't. You will need to determine which e-customers you will 
focus on, and how you will deal with visitors who you do not target as customers 
(bearing in mind that a range of audiences may come to your Web site). 

Having decided who your key audiences are, you must find out how they do, and will, 
behave, how they need to "work" as customers, and what their "work" context is. You 
will also need to find out how expert e-customers are (their level of familiarity and 
understanding in your field), how technologically proficient they are, and what software 
and hardware they are likely to be able to support. 

Different e-customers may need to be treated in different ways, depending on their 
characteristics and needs. In addition, you may want to selectively sustain relationships 
wth e-customers over time. You have to get to know your e-customers to find out the best 
way to create dialogue and exchanges that keep relationships alive, without alienating 
other ancillary audiences. 

8.. Create a Useful Experience 

Relevance 

E-customers will have a useful experience as long as the content and functionality they 
encounter on a Web site is relevant to them and supports what they're trying to do. The 
interactivity of the Web should allow us to better tailor information and utility to 
individuals who create their own experience of our Web sites. 

However, to do this, we need to understand whether "one size fits all" or whether our e-
services need to be customized by our e-customers. It is easy to overlook the 



opportunities for personalized actions and responses in real time and fall into the trap of 
offering averaged products and services that don't really meet the needs of selective 
individuals. Despite its ability to provde tailored experiences to individuals, the Web has 
become a breeding ground for "mass impersonalization" rather than "mass 
customization." 

Additionally, companies that tailor their products and services to the Web tend to be 
more successful. Sometimes companies try to rehang existing services and processes on 
the Web; they think they can simply "offer that service on the Web." However, being 
useful on the Web comes with a whole new set of rules and e-customer expectations. 
Your services may not transfer to the Web; you may have to re-create them, or offer 
something completely different or new, to be useful to your e-customers. 

Convenience 

A Web site must make existing processes more convenient. If it doesn't, you will not be 
meeting customers' basic service expectations. In addition, every interaction on your Web 
site should be easy. 

Utility 

You must facilitate the "work" customers need to do as customers, and this means 
providing the necessary utility on your Web site. Customers must be able to get things 
done on your Web site. 

Useful information 

Content must usefully create a context for what customers need to do as customers. Gone 
are the days of providing content for its own sake (i.e., the traditional publishing model). 
Content must exist for a reason, such as: 

• Facilitating and supporting e-customers' decision-making process. 
• Helping the e-customer get around and use the Web site. 
• Helping the e-customer transact with you. 
• Helping the e-customer stay in touch with you. 
• Creating a dialogue with the e-customer as they move around your Web site. 

This doesn't mean that content has to be boring and instructional. "Useful" is defined by 
e-customers in relation to what they're trying to do. What an e-customer is trying to do 
will depend on who they are, what their relationship is with you, and what you're offering. 
A customer may be trying to participate in a discussion forum, for example, and you will 
need to provide a context to make that experience meaningful and easy. Content 
facilitates all interactions, whether those are e-commerce related or not. 



In addition, the way content is organized and presented is a key determinant of how 
useful it will be. Many Web sites bury important and useful content as a result of bad 
information design. 

9.. Operate in Real Time 

If any information or functionality is time-critical to your customers, you will add value 
by making it real time. The Web gives businesses and customers the ability to act in a 
synchronous fashion (i.e., to be getting things done, together, at the same time). However, 
we still tend to operate according to the traditonal modes where "I ask and you get back 
to me," as opposed to "I ask and we make it happen now." 

As customers become more and more a part of our business, the more likely it is that we 
will be operating with them in real time. Customers and businesses can work together in a 
synchrounous environment based on two-way workflow. 

10.. Match Business Capabilities 

Of course, if the company is not capable of offering value to e-customers, then it should 
think twice about being in e-business. Sometimes companies have to reinvent all, or parts, 
of their business, or create new businesses, capable of delivering customer-effective e-
services. 

What e-services you offer, and how, will depend on what you can improve on, or do 
anew from scratch, and what you can support through the interface and at the back end. 
Don't think you're going to do real-time, online ordering from day one, for example, if 
you have no capability for connectivity with internal systems or a secure and reliable 
environment for handling external transactions. 

You have to be the expert on how all the pieces fit together to deliver e-services to your 
customers. A development company can't build you an interface if it doesn't know what 
the customer is interfacing with, and how. And that interface won't offer the customer 
any value if the infrastructure that supports it is inadequate. 

It is always best to bite off only as much as you can chew at one time, while making sure 
that you are providing enough value to your e-customers. 

11.. Use Technology as an Enabler 

Customers see technoloy as an enabler; it is a means to an end and not the end in itself. 
Technology enables e-customers to have direct and convenient access to the business and 
a better quality of service. "Whizz-bangery," in itself, does not add value. You must look 
for ways to leverage technology in a way that adds value to e-customers, such as the 
provision of real time processing and greater integration with the business. 



The choice between technologies has to be largely driven by what will enable the 
requisite customer experience. Unfortunately, personal agendas seem to be a key driver 
within businesses where zealots push one technology over another without really 
understanding the effects their preferred technologies will ultimately have on the 
customer experience. 

Key Decisions You will have to Make 
Sometimes, making the right decisions starts with asking the right questions. Here we 
will list many questions you will need to answer to be able to define your requirements. I 
have envisioned that businesses could refer to these questions within the meetings and 
workshops they will have to determine their e-business strategy and Web site 
requirements. Those questions fall under the following headings: 

1. Strategy. 
2. Marketing. 
3. Customer service. 
4. Web site characteristics. 

You may not have the answer to every question, but you should at least be thinking about 
them. 

Problems arise when an issue gets addressed too late in the development process, a 
decision is made to change tack, and previous development becomes redundant. This is a 
waste of time and effort for everyone involved. Addressing all of these questions up front 
internally, and with your suppliers in the early stages of the product specification process, 
will help you establish a clear direction, and stick to it. (Product specification is covered 
in Chapter 5.) 

If you want to avoid all the hype that goes along with e-business, and want to get straight 
to what you actually need to do, ask yourself these questions. 

1.. Strategy 

When defining your e-business strategy you will need to address the following issues: 

1. What is my new industry? 
2. What is my new economy? 
3. What is my new business? 
4. What is my new e-community? 
5. Who is my e-customer? 
6. Is my e-customer integrated? 
7. What e-services do I offer? 
8. Are we ready for this? 

We will explore each of these issues in turn. 
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1.. The new industry 

The Web creates new connections between companies that participate within industries. 
These connections can create new ways for different companies to work together more 
efficiently. This phenomenon is giving rise to new industry structures such as those seen 
in business-to-consumer and business-to-business Net markets. These Net markets are 
creating new buyers and sellers and bringing them together within a whole new business 
model. Once industry relationships fundamentally change, so do the rules of business in 
that industry. In fact, sometimes the industry is dismantled and new industries emerge. 
And so, businesses today need to ask themselves the following questions: 

• What is our new industry structure? 
• What are the risks and opportunities for e-businesses in this new industry? 
• How will maximum value be achieved throughout the value chain? Where does 

that place our business within that value chain? 
• Has disintermediation occurred where companies have been removed from the 

supply chain (e.g. direct selling)? Or is mediation just as, or more, important 
(where companies, such as intermediaries for buying groups, have been added to 
the supply chain). 

2.. The new economy 

As industry structures change the economics of an industry also change because different 
industry participants are faced with delivering against a different value proposition, and 
they will be remunerated in line with the value they create. When http://Amazon.com 
came online they started to change the economy for book-selling, for example. 
Amazon.com's low margin business forced bricks-and-mortar booksellers to re-engineer 
their business to be able to compete in this economy of lower margins and lower prices to 
consumers. Whether businesses are bricks-and-mortar, 100% Web-based, or a 
combination of both, they need to ask themselves the following questions: 

• What is our new e-economy? What value do we provide within this economy and 
how can we be remunerated for it? 

• What drives profit in this new economy? 
• How does diversity and scale affect the profitability equation? 
• How is real value delivered to our e-customers? 
• What is the up-front cost versus the longer-term payoff? How will potentially 

deferred payback be factored into short-tem organizational cost and revenue 
objectives? 

3.. The New business 

When industries change and businesses' financial models change, that challenges a 
business' very reason for being. Every business must decide what their core business is 
and too often they get caught up by not noticing that their reason for being has changed. 
Businesses don't adapt to their environment and they become extinct. This has been 
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happening even without the Web in the mix. Now, the chance of becoming extinct is 
even greater as industry structures, financial models and business purpose change more 
fundamentally and more quickly than they have before. To be sure of the business they're 
in businesses need to ask themselves the following questions: 

• Am I still operating in the same market or even the same business? 
• In what ways can my business become a superior service provider through 

dedication to e-servicing? 
• How can my business go beyond traditional boundaries in: 

o The products and services offered via our Web site. What's now adding 
value? 

o The information we offer e-customers and the dialogue we have with them. 
What new exchanges are most meaningful? 

o How those products and services are delivered. What's easier, quicker, and 
more cost effective? 

o The process that supports those products and services. What's now 
working smarter and harder for the e-customer? 

4.. The New community 

• Is my business leading or following? 
o Are we motivating technology adoption within the industry? Among 

customers? 
o Are we driving a change in customer behavior? 
o Who else should be in our e-community and what should they contribute? 
o What internal and external parties (customers, suppliers, other contributors) 

participate in my e-community? 

Businesses need to consider how Web-based technologies can be applied across their 
interactions with many different audiences and decide on the connections that should, or 
could, exist. It is particularly important to consider how connections between an Intranet 
(serving an internal audience), the Internet (serving external customers), and extranets 
(serving external parties that have privileged access to Web-based information and 
functionality) enhance the functioning of the entire community. 

Personally, I believe too much differentiation is made between intra-, inter- and extra-
nets. The benefits of shared information and functionality—with different access for 
different audiences—seem to be overlooked because of segregation between projects and 
development processes within businesses. 

Businesses need to keep a holistic view of the e-community they participate in and their 
role within it by asking themselves the following questions: 

• How does cyberculture alter and enhance our business culture? 
• How do we create connections with other e-citizens (see Marketing below). 
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5.. The e-customer 

When a business' core business changes so does their customer base. The Web allows 
businesses to attract customers they may not have previously had any connection with. 
Businesses can also create new products made possible by the Web. These new products 
generate new e-customers. 

All businesses with a Web-based service offering need to be very clear about which e-
customers relate to online products and which customers relate to offline products. 
Businesses also need to be mindful of situations where a customer is both an online and 
offline customer so they can deal with those customers holistically. Businesses need to 
ask themselves the following questions: 

• Who is our e-customer? 
• Are we seeking new customers (new markets and/or increased market 

penetration)? 
• What is our e-customer's "work" context? How has, and will, our e-customer's 

behavior change? 
• How has access to information changed the balance of power in our e-customers' 

favor? How expert will our e-customer become? 
• How technologically proficient is our e-customer? 
• What technological infrastructure is our e-customer subject to (i.e., hardware and 

software capabilities?) 

6.. The Level of customer integration 

Businesses must decide how integrated their e-customers will be. In other words, 
businesses need to decide how much they will let e-customers have a direct impact on, 
and involvement with, business processes as a result of using their Web site. 

It throws an interesting light on this question to relate intranet strategy to Internet strategy. 
In her book The 21st-Century Intranet, Jennifer Stone Gonzalez provides four models 
that depict the way companies choose to approach their intranets: [1] 

[1] The 21st Century Intranet by Stone-Gonzalez, ©1998. Reprinted by permission of Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ. 

1. The publication model: "I publish, you read." 
2. The asymmetrical interaction model: "I ask, you respond—you ask I respond." 
3. The symmetrical interaction model: "We all have a chance to talk and listen." 
4. The synchronous virtual environment model: "This is the way we work together." 

There are two dimensions to the above models: symmetry and synchronicity. As we 
move from the first to the fourth model the interaction between server and client becomes 
more synchronous as people "work" together in real time and information flows become 
more reciprocal. 
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While it is going a little too far to draw a direct analogy between the relationship between 
internal intranet clients (or employees) and companies and external e-customers, it does 
challenge us to think about customers as an integrated part of our business. 

Figure 4-1 illustrates the potential scope of customer integration. Where do you think 
your company, sits, or will sit, on the above continuum, and why? 

Of course, external customers will never be involved in "work," to the same extent as 
internal employees, but customers do "work," or complete activities, that allow them to 
get what they need, and want, as customers. Who knows how far customer integration 
will go in the future? How far you go in integrating e-customers is a key part of your 
strategy. 

7.. E-services 

Different businesses offer different levels of service on the Web. This is particularly true 
for bricks-and-mortar businesses that are migrating only some services to the Web, while 
keeping other service offerings offline. It is critical for businesses to be entirely clear on 
what their online value proposition is, and why. 

Businesses that choose not to offer some services online may be missing out on 
opportunities for improved customer service and competitive advantage. However, if not 
all of a business' customer base is online, it will make sense to offer services offline. 
Businesses need to understand the necessary balance between online and offline services 
and must ask themselves the following questions: 

Figure 4-1. Applying Intranet strategy to the customer integration decision. 
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• How broad is our e-service offering? Are we focused on one or a few key services? 
• Are we enhancing existing services or creating new ones? 
• Are we leveraging full-service capability to create integrated online solutions? 
• Are we focused on e-commerce transactions or providing a broader e-service 

experience? 

8.. Business readiness 

Businesses need to have the right orientation and infrastructure to provide e-services and 
must ask themselves the following questions: 

• What is our commitment to innovation? 
• How quickly can we innovate; how agile can we become? 
• What e-processes can we support? 
• Do we have an information technology strategy in place? Does it address the 

application of Internet technologies across the business? Do policies exist on the 
way Internet technologies will be applied? 

• Are we prepared to develop applications using Internet technologies, or will we 
buy a pre-established off-the-shelf product (i.e., what is our stance on the make-
or-buy question)? 

• What technological infrastructure can we establish and maintain to facilitate 
meaningful connectivity with e-customers? What can we do from day one, and 
what will we do later? Will we implement staged implementation (to take into 
account increasing levels of connectivity with internal systems allowing 
increasing customer integration and synchronicity over time)? 

Businesses also need to be honest about the level of resources they have to complete the 
necessary Web site development, business process design and ongoing Web site 
maintenance and support and must ask themselves the following questions: 

• Will customer research, development, and consulting be outsourced or provided 
internally? Will cross-organizational teams be formed? 

• If we can't maintain Web site hosting internally, will this be outsourced? How 
will this affect our ability to achieve connectivity with internal systems? 

• What level of security can we offer e-customers and internal stakeholders? 
• What capabilities do we have to publish Web site content and engage in content 

management? 
• What resources and activities exist to keep our e-services and Web site interface 

current and functional? 
• What support resource is available on a daily basis to provide assistance, answer 

inquiries, and service transactions? 

2.. Marketing 

As part of establishing e-business strategy, businesses need to develop a Web marketing 
plan. I could write a whole book just on Web marketing and the different approaches you 



could employ—but that would be a different book from this one and, needless to say, 
good books on the topic exist already (see Bibliography). Here we will talk about the 
decisions businesses need to make at the requirement definition stage—because they 
affect the way their site is structured, designed, and supported. 

When defining your Web marketing strategy you will need to address the following 
issues: 

1. How do we create competitive advantage? 
2. What is our brand and how is it positioned? 
3. How do we practice marketing? 
4. How is marketing integrated? 
5. How do we define our audiences? 
6. How do we use our Web site as a communications medium? 

We will consider the questions requiring discussion in relation to each of these issues in 
turn. 

1.. Competitive advantage 

The Web has introduced new industries, economies, products, e-services and e-customers 
and this creates opportunities for competitive advantage. Businesses need to deliberately 
consider how the Web creates new opportunities for competitive advantage and must ask 
themselves the following questions: 

• How can we be more customer-effective than our competitors? 
• How can we offer better e-services than our competitors? 
• How can we create more value in cyberspace than our competitors can, or do? 
• How can we communicate better on the Web than our competitors? 
• How can our Web site be superior in its information design, visual presentation, 

content and functionality? 
• How can we build and maintain real-time relationships with select customers? 
• What is the nature and degree of dialogue with e-customers? Are we engaged in 

one-way or two-way information flow and transactions? 
• Do we need to learn more about e-customers, what and how? 

2.. Branding and positioning 

Businesses now have to manage e-brands as well as physical brands and they need to 
understand the effect that those brands have on each other. E-service brands can affect 
the value of physical brands and vice versa. For example, a bricks-and-mortar business 
might significantly enhance their brand by also establishing that brand as an e-brand. 
However, some bricks-and-mortar brands may not be elastic enough to transfer to the 
Web. In other words, the bricks-and-mortar brand values make the e-brand unattractive. 
In these cases, bricks-and-mortar businesses establish new e-brands that can be perceived 
as independent from their bricks-and-mortar brands. To decide on their relative brand 



strategies and manage different brands businesses need to ask themselves the following 
questions: 

• What is my e-brand? Am I enhancing existing brands and/or creating new brands? 
• What is the value proposition surrounding our brand/s? 
• What visual brand standards will transfer to the Web site and why? 

3.. Marketing practice 

The interactivity of the Web and the ability for e-customers to share information and 
capture that information against a personal profile provides marketers with new 
opportunities to get to know e-customers. The Web is the medium that allows marketers 
to deliver on the market-of-one proposition. On the Web, delivering on a market-of-one 
proposition involves personalization of information and functionality that results in a 
customized e-service experience. 

In addition, the Web is a service and communications channel that demands more 
singlemindedness and simplicity than physical channels, because those services and 
communications have to be delivered intuitively through a user interface. This is a good 
opportunity for businesses to rationalize and simplify their marketing approach. 
Marketers must ask themselves the following questions: 

• How does customer intelligence change the way we market? 
• Can we avoid unnecessary brand and sub-brand proliferation to achieve an 

integrated and seamless online presence? 
• Can we avoid unnecessary product and feature proliferation to make e-customer 

decision making and selection as clean and convenient as possible? 
• What behavior do we want to encourage and what rewards/responses will we 

provide in relation to particular customer activities/behaviors? 

4.. Integrated marketing 

It has always been important for businesses to engage in integrated marketing where all 
media channels and their respective marketing messages combine to optimal affect. The 
Web is another medium that must be integrated into the marketing effort. Marketing 
strategies and plans should include the Web as much as any other medium. Marketers 
must ask themselves the following questions: 

• How will our marketing approach and activities be integrated with the experience 
that customers have on our Web site? 

o In what way will marketing messages be tied into (linked) to our Web site? 
o How will existing market relationships be embodied on our Web site? 

What new relationships can be created? 
o How will content and functionality reflect or support marketing activities? 
o In what ways will our positioning statement be tangibly demonstrated on 

our Web site? 



o How do we launch new products on the Web, and how is this an integrated 
part of any product launch plan? 

o How do we modify new products or the way we market them—how does 
this dynamism and process need to be translated into Web site content and 
design? 

o How often do we launch and modify new products, and how will new 
products be added to our Web site on an ongoing basis? 

o How do we plan and manage campaigns, and how will the Web be 
factored into our planning as a campaign tool? 

 What campaign content will need to be provided on our Web 
site—how frequent will our campaigns be and how explicitly do 
we want to link Web site campaign content and promotion in other 
media? 

 Will we set up separate (but linked) "mini" Web sites for specific 
campaigns or populate campaign content to a common Web site? 
(Bear in mind that you can provide different URLs to give 
customers access to a common Web site and track the effectiveness 
of different marketing collateral such as direct mail letters or 
broadcast advertising. You do not have to create a separate Web 
site to track entry against campaign-specific URLs. Mini sites can 
be useful in supporting shorter-term banner advertising or 
sponsorship, but they do make it more difficult for the customer to 
keep a holistic view of your service offering.) 

• How, will integrated marketing activities affect the expected number of visitors to 
our site; for example, if we include our Web site URL on TV ads, will this cause 
surges in visitor traffic and when? How do we anticipate and plan for these surges? 

5.. Audience definition 

Marketers need to define e-customers as much as they have always had to define any 
customer in order to market to them. Marketers must ask themselves the following 
questions: 

• Are we focused on attracting new or existing customers, or do we need to 
maintain both pursuits in parallel? 

• How do we deal with different audiences acquired as a result of unprompted site 
visits? 

• Do we want our audiences to self-select themselves on our Web site? 
• Are our audiences local or international? 
• Do we need to cater to different levels of e-customers (e.g., novice and savvy 

users)? 
• Do we need to limit the use of some technologies based on the likely PC, 

connection, and browser version used by our audiences? 
• How will visitors find their way to our Web site, where are they likely to be 

coming from, what are they likely to be prompted by? Knowing this, how can we 
make it easier for e-customers to find our Web site (see Communication below)? 
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• How will we use the Web to get to know our e-customers better? 

6.. Communication 

Marketers must know how to optimize the Web as a communications medium, both as 
part of their marketing mix and in relation to communications required in relation to e-
customers in particular. 

Marketers should develop Webmarketing plans that detail the online marketing 
techniques they will use to promote their Web site offering and generate visitors to a 
business' Web site (see Netography for links to online resources on Webmarketing 
techniques). In doing so, Marketers should ask themselves the following questions: 

• How do I best utilize the Web as a communications medium? Where does the 
Web fit in our marketing mix? 

• How does the Web enhance communication with our e-customers (bearing in 
mind that the Web is intimate and immediate and allows information "push," 
where information is sent out to a selected audience as well as information "pull," 
where audiences select themselves by coming to our Web site)? 

• Do we need to educate customers to adopt new online business processes? What 
do we need to do to encourage customer learning and comfort with new 
technology and processes? 

• To what degree do I need to "sell" to e-customers—-how familiar are they with 
our company and our product and service offering? 

• How explicitly will we involve customers online—will they generate their own 
content for their own viewing or the viewing and comment of others? 

• What feedback do we want from customers? Will this be prompted or unprompted? 
Will we explicitly allow customers to submit complaints, and how will these be 
resolved? 

• How much contribution will e-customers make to Web site development and how 
explicit will this be? Will we tell e-customers about the changes we've made on 
the basis of their feedback? 

• Who will be involved in generating content on our Web site (in addition to our 
company), customers, suppliers, related vendors, lobby groups, other contributors? 

For example, if you and your customers deal extensively with another third party, your 
Web site could provide the platform for that third party to directly publish content of use 
to your customers—this will save you having to create and manage content on behalf of a 
third party. (Bear in mind, however, that you will need to put controls in place to manage 
the quality of content populated to your site.) 

• What are the benefits and constraints of facilitating cross-customer 
communication (through community-type components) on our Web site; e.g., do 
customers wish to remain anonymous, are they hesitant to share precious 
knowledge that gives them an advantage, or can they all benefit from sharing and 
pooling their knowledge? 



• What Web marketing techniques will we use to increase the number of visitors to 
our Web site, for example: 

o Register with search engines and Web directories. 
 How will Web site construction and design facilitate easy search 

by search engines. It is important for the development company to 
know how meta tags, descriptions, and keywords should be used 
when building your site. Also the placement of introductory 
content on each Web page will be important if it is used by search 
engines that don't reference meta tags (a special tag that provides 
information about a Web page without affecting the way it is 
displayed). 

o UseNet newsgroups. 
 Will tnewsgroup participation be a public relations function (since 

it deals with monitoring what online communities are saying about 
your organization and contributing to the emergence of opinion 
and direction in your industry)? 

o "Cool" sites (sites that identify other sites as "cool" or worthy of particular 
awards). 

 Which cool sites do we want to register with (to try and get 
nominated as a "cool" site)? 

• Web advertising and sponsorship. 
o Who will establish our Web advertising and sponsorship portfolio—will it 

be a combination of internal and external resource (possibly utilizing 
existing relationships with communications/advertising suppliers)? 

o What opportunities exist to leverage existing relationships to provide 
coverage (links or content) on complementary Web sites? How can all 
parties get the most value out of this exchange (i.e., over and above 
traditional practices such as trading links or banner placement)? What 
content can you "own" on one another's Web sites to optimize value to all 
parties involved? 

• Online media management. 
o How explicitly will we offer the media content and direction on our Web 

site? Who will the Web site direct the media to? 
• Links. 

o To what extent will we link customers to other people's Web sites? What 
is the context for this? How do we ensure that this adds value to the 
customer and not lose Web site visitors to other sites? Who will maintain 
the quality of those links (i.e., ensure the link to the Web site, and back, is 
always active)? 

o Many businesses avoid offering links to other Web sites for fear of losing 
customers to other sites—this is an anticommunity stance and is based on 
a lack of understanding of the importance of operating within an e-
community for the benefit of all e-citizens. Having said that, you have to 
be smart about the links you provide and where. 

• How will we use e-mail as a promotional medium? 



o Will we provide marketing content in automated or manual e-mail 
responses, such as: 

 Responses to general, or product-specific, inquiries—will we 
follow up with prompts back to related products and services or 
special deals on our Web site? 

 Confirmation of a product or service order—how will we affirm 
our role as a value-added online service provider. Will we provide 
links to related product deals and after-sales support information 
and functionality on our Web site? 

• What other push content do we want to provide to e-customers (e.g., consider 
approaches such as that adopted by Amazon with their "Eyes" and 
"http://Amazon.com delivers" services)? 

Amazon describes its Eyes service as follows: 

Tell it [Eyes] what authors and subjects interest you, and it will track every newly 
released book matching your interests, author by author and subject by subject. Sign up 
with Eyes and we'll send you e-mail when the books you want to know about are 
published. 

Amazon describes its "http://Amazon.com delivers" service as follows: 

Tell us what you like, and our editors will e-mail you recommendations, reviews, articles, 
and interviews—all tailored to your tastes. Plus, from time to time, your favorite authors, 
artists or actors will drop you a line. 

3.. Customer Service 

When defining your customer service requirements you will need to address the 
following issues: 

1. What is our e-service offering? 
2. How do we deliver integrated customer service? 
3. What stance will we take in relation to service fundamentals such as: 

o What we remember about e-customers. 
o How we identify customers. 
o What service processes we support, and how. 

We will consider the questions requiring discussion in relation to each of these issues in 
turn. 

1.. E-service offering 

• What will our business provide better, smarter, and faster than it does now? 
• How can we make existing processes more convenient? What are the main 

problems our customers currently experience and how can these be addressed? 
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What customer service needs can't be met offline—can these now be served by 
integrating the Web into our service offering? 

• Will the total customer experience be provided online? What other service 
channels exist and how will these fit with our online service offering (e.g., at what 
point is a product actually delivered to the customer—who else is involved in this 
process and should their activities be factored into our interface)? 

• What key customer activities will we support online? Which translate from 
existing service processes and which are new to our company? Which existing 
processes need to be migrated to an online environment for cost-effectiveness and 
efficiency? 

• What key pieces of utility (useful functionality that allows the customer to get 
something done) should, and could, we offer? What principal actions can they 
perform on a regular, and less frequent, basis? What level of utility will customers 
expect at a minimum? 

• What level of customer support will we provide (after-sales service and help using 
the Web site and services)? 

2.. Customer integration 

• What information needs to be provided to facilitate an e-customer's decision-
making processes, i.e., the facts and tools required to enable customers to take a 
certain action on our Web site? 

• What access will customers have to information we hold on them? Will the Web 
site solicit e-customer information and where will this be held (within the Web 
site database or within other company databases)? 

• Who can we give our e-customers access to (i.e., real people)? Through what 
combination of media? What e-mail addresses will be given? How will e-mails be 
routed to the appropriate recipients and how will they be expected to respond? In 
what timeframe? How will we know whether they've responded? Will we keep a 
record of customer responses and at what level—a customer level, category level, 
department level or against some other criteria? Will we analyze customer 
responses so we can improve our service? 

• How can we empower customers to resolve their own problems online (e.g., by 
giving them access to internal databases, involving them in the creation and use of 
knowledge bases and discussion forums, and by providing frequently asked 
questions (FAQs) and linking these meaningfully to the things we know 
customers will be trying to do, and, most probably, having difficulty with)? 

• What different transactions will customers be able to make? Which of these are 
financial? Who within the business is responsible for processing them? Within 
what timeframe? How will we know when the transaction is processed? How will 
we know whether what we have provided has met e-customer expectations? Will 
we keep a record of customer transactions and at what level will they be held? 

• When is the customer integrated into other business processes? When is the 
customer able to change or affect business processes and at what point? Will we 
invite the customer to participate in some businesses process, e.g., in the product 
development process? 



It can be useful to simply draw the process-flow of the main interactions customers need 
to have with us. An example of one particular Web site's process flow is shown in Figure 
4-2 

As can be seen if Figure 4-2, this company is at an early stage of customer integration. It 
will not have connectivity with internal systems and cannot respond in real time. This 
means that it has had to identify which service interactions will be fielded initially by 
phone (via its existing call center) and which can be dealt with by e-mail. (Note that this 
basic drawing can be overlaid with other factors, such as the identification of likely usage 
by audience (in this case "prospective customers"), to build up Web site concepts over 
time. 

3.. Service fundamentals 

Memory 

• How much does the e-customer expect us to know about them? How can we 
manage these expectations if we do not have access to that level of knowledge? 

Figure 4-2. Process-flow of e-customers' main service interactions. 

 

• How much of what e-customers tell us do we want to remember and why? 
• What personal details do we expect e-customers to have to rekey within each visit 

or each time they visit? 
• Should we know the service activities of particular individuals? Should customers 

be able to access a history of their own service activities? 
• What minimum personal information do we require? Will we solicit free-form 

comments and what will we do with them? 
• What anchors are required for the e-customer to follow up a service request, e.g., 

a query or order number? 
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• How does our company feel about the use of cookies (text files stored on the 
customer's browser and used to identify the customer each time they visit our site)? 

Customer identification 

• Do different customers have different privileges—can they access information or 
functionality that others can't, why? How will e-customers, with no privileges, 
respond to this and what considerations should be factored into Web site design, 
e.g., how should privileged audiences be dealt with as opposed to those who are 
not? Do privileged and nonprivileged audiences share information and 
functionality, or will they have an independent experience? 

• Do I need to authenticate customers? What method of authentication is most 
meaningful to our customers, (e.g., do we use authentication in other media 
already—through an IVR (Interactive Voice Response) interface to our phone 
system)? Do we want to provide a common authentication method across media? 
Does authentication already provide some customers with access to internal 
systems? If so, what method of authentication will be compatible with these 
internal systems? (Some different methods include PIN numbers, account number, 
name and password.) 

Service process 

• How can we provide easy and quick access to frequently required service requests 
and activities? Should this quick access be on entry to the site, throughout the site, 
or only in certain areas of the site? 

• How can we make our service processes transparent to e-customers? How many 
stages of the process can we make visible on our Web site? What aspects of our 
service process does the e-customer need to interact with and/or change? 

• Are we serving customers in real time? What information and functionality are 
time-critical, i.e., the customer must have current information to act as a customer, 
e.g., flight cancellation information)? Which interactions make things happen 
right there and then? Which interactions have delayed results? What will 
customers expect and how should we manage these expectations? 

• What facts does a customer need to make choices and selections (e.g., is price 
required to transact)? What details does the customer need to provide to complete 
the transaction, at each stage in the process? How can these be provided? What is 
the necessary flow of the transaction process (e.g., placing an order)? 

• It can be useful to simply draw a picture of the necessary flow of a particular 
service process. The more direction you give the Web site designer, the better. 
They will translate your directions into screen and information design. Exactly 
how the process will work online will, to some extent, depend on the level of 
connectivity you have with internal systems (i.e., what information you know and 
what information you need to get from the e-customer) and what technologies you 
are using to develop the Web site (some technologies give you less ability to 
engineer processes than others, such as those that come "out of a box"). Such an 
exercise is the beginning of your business process improvement endeavor, and 



this is explained, along with the drawing of an e-customer's order process in 
Chapter 5 under "Process Improvements". 

• What common customer problems and complaints can we anticipate and how can 
we address them online (e.g., with FAQs?). 

• How can e-mail be crafted to help customers make common inquiries? 
o By designing e-mail forms around common activities and inquiries, you 

make things easier for e-customers. In addition, the way you design those 
forms will make things easy, or difficult, for your company to deal with—
the clearer you are about the exact nature of the inquiry, the more 
efficiently you will be able to deal with it. 

On their "Contact Us" screen, Bank of America offers access to e-mail forms along with 
FAQs (see Figure 4-3). If customers cannot find what they're looking for within the 
FAQs, they can use an e-mail form to send a specific inquiry. (Note, you have to be 
careful how you design this, however; while you want to be helpful, you don't want to get 
in the way of an e-customer making an inquiry.) 

The Bank of America "Contact Us" screen is shown in Figure 4-3. 

You may want to use e-mail forms in relation to specific service requests, such as: 

Figure 4-3. Bank of America's "Contact Us" screen combines e-mail and 
FAQs. 
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• Product inquiry. 
• Campaign inquiry (relative to integrated marketing campaigns). 
• Requests for more information (you may make other marketing or business 

collateral available on your Web site). 
• Policy questions. 
• Activating a specific service request (e.g., order, register, update personal details, 

view account history, track or follow up on delivery, discontinue a product or 
service). 

• Making a change to a product or service. 
• Reporting a problem with a problem or service (e.g., a fault). 
• Feedback (on the Web site and placed in the context of service interactions to get 

feedback on specific service processes). 
• Paying or querying an invoice. 
• Calling (requesting to be contacted by phone). 
• Applying for a job with your company. 
• Will e-mail be automatically routed within the company? If so, what criteria will 

this routing be made against (e.g., according to type of request, recipient, 
geography and/or degree of urgency)? 

• What service level will we communicate to e-customers before and after they 
have completed a service request? What will the e-customer be told about what 
will happen next? What information should be provided to the e-customer to 
allow them to follow-up their request? 

• What response do e-customers get when they submit a service request; e.g., do 
they get an automated e-mail response—if so, what will it tell them? Will an 
automated response include information that might help customers while they 
wait for a resolution (e.g., sending FAQs or links back as part of automated 
responses)? What messages do customers need to feel comfortable that we have 
received their order correctly and will deliver what we have promised? 

• If we are engaged in financial transactions, what payment mechanisms can we, or 
do we want to, support (e.g., credit cards and/or billing against existing accounts)? 

• What data needs to be validated at the point of entry; i.e., do we want to 
dynamically gauge the quality of the information provided as it is provided by e-
customers? What data validation rules will apply? What will be mandatory fields 
(i.e., what fields will e-customers absolutely have to fill in for us to do our job)? 
How will we make it obvious to e-customers what are mandatory fields and what 
our data rules are, so they can enter information right the first time and avoid the 
frustration of having to go backward and forward to get data accepted? 

• What service processes do we require feedback on? Who will receive this 
feedback and what will happen to it? Will it contribute to service improvements, 
how? What are the most appropriate places to solicit customer feedback? 

o Consider placing requests for feedback right in the context where the 
service process is being used, such as in the case of Amazon where it 
invites customers to send feedback after setting up its Eyes service: "If 
you don't think this free service is both cool and useful, please send mail 
to feedback@amazon.com and tell us why." 

mailto:feedback@amazon.com


4.. Web Site Characteristics 

There are many decisions you will make about the nature of your Web site, in 
conjunction with your Web site development company. The ones I have covered here 
seem to be the decisions that need attention early on as part of requirement definition. 

To get a better background understanding of how your Web site development company 
goes about developing your Web site, see Chapter 6. For now, we will consider the areas 
you may want to provide some direction on early in the process, as follows: 

1. Will we offer some Web site components and not others? 
2. What does our Web site's information design need to achieve? 
3. What does our Web site's navigational system need to achieve? 
4. What, and how much, interactivity will we provide to e-customers? 
5. What kind of content will we provide to e-customers? 
6. What reports do we need on e-customer interactions? 

1.. Web site components 

• Will we expect e-customers to make software downloads to be able to optimally 
use the site? Will we present documents in downloadable format such as PDF 
format? 

• What level of graphics and/or animation is acceptable? What standards will apply 
to ensure quick page downloads in the context of our user environment? 

• Will we open windows within windows ("child windows") to differentiate 
between different sources of content? 

• What explicit "community" components will we use (e.g., discussion forums, chat 
groups, billboards, and/or threaded discussions)? Will these be mediated or 
unmediated? If they are unmediated, how will we ensure a participant's quality 
experience? 

• What will be searchable on the site? At what levels does search operate and what 
is the scope in relation to each search function? What search criteria are most 
meaningful in each case? (See the discussion of search design in Chapter 7 under 
Navigation and "Anchors.") 

2.. Information design 

• What is the scope of information housed on our Web site? How will that scope 
change over time? What contexts need to be created now for expanded use later 
on (i.e., what future proofing needs to occur now)? 

• In what ways can information be bundled, or classified, to make sense to e-
customers? What information needs to be provided around transactions and 
service processes to facilitate ease of use? What are the key selections e-
customers will make when dealing with our company (i.e., who they are [self-
selection] or what they do [activity selection] or what they need to know 
[knowledge selection]? 
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• What comparisons do customers need to make between our products and services, 
and those of our competitors, and how can our information design facilitate 
comparison? 

• Do we need to create strong relationships between information on certain 
products and services (e.g., as a result of packaging or solutions provision)? How 
will these be made explicit within our information design? 

• How will, or should, different user privileges affect information design? Who 
should be made aware when, and why, privileges exist, and how do we manage 
the expectations of nonprivileged customers or prospects? 

• How will the structure of the company be reflected in the Web site, if at all? 
• Will the site be central or de-central (i.e., one site with content areas or several 

related sites that can operate quite independently)? 
• What metaphors do our e-customers already understand, from existing 

applications or service experiences within the industry or across related industries? 

3.. Navigation system 

• How familiar is our audience with different navigation systems and what are we 
able to maintain? What degree of complexity is acceptable? 

• Do we require the navigation system to singularly apply across the Web site, or 
are we happy for different navigation systems to operate in different areas of the 
site? 

• How changeable will different areas of content be—which ones will be the most 
volatile and how can we build a navigation framework that will allow us to make 
the necessary changes over time (i.e., what future proofing is required now)? 

• What is time-critical information or utility and how visible, and accessible, does 
this need to be (i.e., does it need to be part of the navigation system, or a shortcut 
within the navigation system)? 

4.. Level and nature of interactivity 

• Will we offer decision support to e-customers? If we make recommendations to e-
customers, what criteria will these be based on, and how will we access, or solicit, 
the necessary e-customer information to be able to make meaningful 
recommendations? 

• Will we allow e-customers to build personal profiles? Will these profiles capture 
all, or part, of an e-customer's activities within a visit and over time (i.e,. can e-
customers save and retrieve their profile or is a profile active only during one 
continuous visit)? Will e-customers be able to change the information contained 
in their profile? 

• What level of help will be provided to e-customers—in relation to use of the Web 
site, completing transactions, and resolving other service problems? Where are 
customers likely to encounter problems? Will we utilize existing support staff or 
channel inquiries somewhere else (in-house or external)? 

5.. Nature of content 



• How familiar are e-customers with our products and services? Do we need to 
cover product and service information available in other media—which aspects 
are necessary and which are redundant? What new, value-added information 
could be provided to build on what e-customers already know? 

• How much should similar information be standardized? (And how does this 
translate into how content is generated, stored, and presented via the navigation 
system?) 

• What layering of information is required? How much scrolling is necessary, and 
how can we chunk information and present it efficiently and effectively? 

6.. Reporting requirements 

• What standard Web site usage statistics do we require to assess the volume and 
nature of visitors? 

• What tailored reporting is required to relate any stored customer data with usage 
data to create additional understanding of e-customers and their Web site usage? 
Who will hold the necessary data, and who will perform the collation, analysis, 
and generation of reports? 

The Requirement Definition Process 
Having covered best-practice fundamentals in e-servicing and questions that businesses 
need to ask themselves, we will now consider a process that busienesses can use to 
develop a statement of their requirements. 

The proposed requirement definition process comprises six stages that progress the 
business from its big-picture requirements through to specifics. This statement of 
requirements will form the basis for initial concept testing with external customers and 
the brief for the development company/s. 

The process-flow diagram in Figure 4-4 illustrates the six stages of the requirement 
definition process. 

Figure 4-4. The six-stage requirement definition process. 
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As much as we want to use narrative, metaphor, and scenario to enrich our understanding 
of e-customers, we also want it to enrich the business's vision for, and understanding of, 
the ways in which it will serve e-customers. 

The main forum for this internal story creation, is the "group session." The group session 
provides a creative context for companies to explore their e-business strategy from a 
number of different vantage points all grounded in what e-customers need and want. A 
representative cross-section of the company should be involved in the group sessions, 
from strategy makers through to people who deal with customers ear to ear, or face to 
face. 

Preparing for, facilitating, and translating the results from the group sessions is 
demanding because it requires a good understanding of the relevant e-environment and e-
customers. Whether you use external consultants to facilitate the group sessions, and the 
requirement definition process, is up to you. The key is to ensure that the people driving 
the process don't miss opportunities for your company to create competitive advantage, 
by either missing the big picture or detail relative to the business you are in. 

Of course, at the time of requirement definition, compaines don't have perfect 
information about what customers want, and need, from them. While exploratory 



research gives companies a lead on e-service opportunities and constraints, companies 
have to go through the requirement definition process before they can put some definite 
ideas in front of e-customers for feedback. 

During requirement definition, companies have to put some stakes in the ground about 
what e-customers want, and need, from them. Then, once their ideas are better formed, 
companies will be able to assess, and revise, their requirements on the basis of e-service 
concept testing. This revision will be made before the Web site designer is briefed, to 
ensure that the requisite Web site is customer-effective. Oftentimes, the revised statement 
of requirements becomes the brief provided to the Web site designer. (An example of a 
brief's content is given later in this chapter.) 

In addition to kicking off the briefing process, requirement definition also kicks off 
business process improvement and the formulation of an Internet strategy and Web 
marketing plan. Business process improvement gets kicked off because requirement 
definition requires the business to identify processes and consider how they could be 
improved. Then, more rigorous examination of each process would occur later in the 
development phase of the project. (Business process improvement is covered in Chapter 
5.) 

To help you formulate and plan your own requirement definition process, we will look at 
each of the six stages in more detail. 

Conduct one-on-one interviews 

The design of the group sessions is key to their success. You may have only three hours 
in which to guide group members through a process by which they can describe what 
they think needs to be done for e-customers, and you'll get only one shot at it. A three-
hour investment is a lot these days, and you'll need to do a top-notch job. 

By conducting some one-on-one interviews before designing the group sessions, you can 
get a feel for some of the current service dynamics and issues and discuss some initial 
thoughts on the application of Internet technologies. The responses you get will give you 
a good sense of the areas you must address in the group sessions and relevant case studies 
and customer scenarios to explore. 

You should interview a representative sample of company participants—but don't go 
overboard; you want a flavor of what's going on in the company and not the recipe. A 
good facilitator will be able to adapt the group session to take into account new 
information and perspectives as they come out. 

Interviewing people from different areas in the company will also help you decide on the 
best makeup of the group sessions. You'll need to put participants into groups of up to 
twelve, and finding commonalties within groups makes for more effective facilitation and 
more interactive group sessions. Interviews will also give you a picture of the different 
levels of understanding within the company, so you can design around them. 
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2.. Design group sessions 

Through hands-on experience, I have found the following basic agenda to work very well: 

1. Introduction to the Internet and e-servicing. 
2. Introduction of a model for thinking about application of the Internet. 
3. Exploration of some case studies and sites illustrating different approaches. 
4. Group application of the model to participant's own business situation. 
5. Groups presentations. 
6. Central discussion of ideas, issues, and next steps to wrap up. 

Overall the process flow is: 

1. Educate. 
2. Create a meaningful frame of reference. 
3. Apply. 

As companies become more familiar with the Internet and e-servicing, the need to 
educate participants on the characteristics of e-servicing, and the fundamentals of best 
practice, will reduce. However, it is useful to establish some agreed-on ways of thinking 
about e-servicing before you get started. Then looking at a range of different Web sites, 
and discussing them as a group, will create a very rich context for thinking about the 
company's own approach. 

You will have time to look at only bytes of other Web sites, so you need to do a lot of 
preparation to decide which parts of those Web sites will create the most meaningful 
context for discussion. Generally, I find that focusing on two or three competitive sites 
and a completely off-the-wall (seemingly), nonrelated, site works best. Putting 
participants face to face with the world as e-customers experience it can be a sobering 
experience for them, and they will quickly react to what they are seeing by demanding a 
higher standard of performance from themselves. 

3.. Run group sessions 

I use models as triggers to help companies think about what they need to develop to serve 
e-customers better, smarter, and faster online. The models are useful frameworks for 
thinking about things. Some professionals are happy to use very free techniques, such as 
inviting participants to create free-form pictures, mind maps, or whatever else channels 
their creativity. Free techniques are good for visioning and less useful for gathering the 
detail needed for requirement definition. 

Of course, you could run two lots of group sessions, rather than one. The first lot of group 
sessions could be dedicated to visioning (and utilize more free techniques) while the 
second lot of groups can be dedicated to fleshing out the vision. I find that, for the 
purposes of alignment and buy-in, it is best to keep everyone involved as much as 
possible, and running one lot of group sessions helps achieve that. In addition, the 



logistics of running two lots of group sessions involving the same people can be 
prohibitive, and I find that one session can be designed to give birth to vision and 
concepts; as well as explore them (because the two pursuits are intertwined anyway). 

I have found two models to provide meaningful triggers, and the two models and their 
respective uses are discussed below. 

Model 1 

The first model shown in Figure 4-5 works well within companies that have identifiable 
"exchanges" with customers; in the form of information exchanges and sales and service 
processes, for example. 

Model 1 simply gives us a way to illustrate how we relate to different groups of 
customers; to think about the nature of the different exchanges we have with them and 
how the Internet can be applied. And because the Internet is an active medium, we can 
also associate specific outcomes to each application of the Internet. This helps remind us 
of the behaviors and responses we are creating. 

Model 1 can be used to consider the application of Internet technologies across a range of 
audiences such as internal audiences or other suppliers and vendors. In this way, 
companies can think generically about the application of Internet technologies, and these 
may be translated into related intranet and extranet requirements. Sometimes there is an 
intuitive fit between Inter-, Intra- and Extranet requirements, and this fit can be explored 
efficiently and holistically in one group session. 

Figure 4-5. A workshop model for exploring the application of the Internet 
to audience- specific exchanges. 
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I have found Model 1 to be successful because it helps participants break things down 
simply into people, actions, and applications. The process of identifying audiences tends 
to be intuitive; people identify groups of people according to the nature of the exchanges 
they have with them. Audience identification is not meant to be a rigorous customer 
segmentation exercise and is not treated as such. 

Also, in thinking about how the Internet is applied, participants are not expected to 
suddenly become Internet gurus or Web designers. Rather, participants think in general 
terms about how Internet characteristics help facilitate better customer exchanges (and 
those characteristics, and examples of how they have been applied, are discussed earlier 
in the same group session). 

And because we start by identifying customers, and the nature of the exchanges they have 
with the company, a customer-centric focus is inherently adopted and carried through the 
application of Model 1. 

In applying Model 1, participants complete five activities, as follows: 

1. Identify key audience groups. 
2. Identify the key exchanges that currently exist between the company and 

customers, and the nature of those exchanges. 
3. What are the outcomes of those exchanges for customers and the company? 
4. Identify any ways the Internet could improve those exchanges and outcomes. 
5. Are there other exchanges that would also add value to the customer? Identify 

whether there are desired outcomes not currently met through existing, or known, 
exchanges, or exchanges that could create new outcomes for customers. 

Model 2 

The second model, shown in Figure 4-6, works well within companies that have quite 
different areas of emphasis for different customer groups; and that need to understand 
and explore the differences in those emphases. 

Model 2 shows the relative stages within the marketing and sales cycle and follows this 
with a curve, along which various customer groups can be placed. The placement of 
Audiences 1–3 below is hypothetical and would translate to Audience 1 principally 
requiring after-sales support, Audience 2 principally requiring sales, and Audience 3 
requiring presales support. Different audiences could require quite different areas of 
emphasis because of their different nature and the different service offering the company 
offers within different service contexts. Establishing different areas of emphasis up front 
can help avoid a one-size-fits-all mentality creeping in later on. 

Of course, the two models can be used together or with different groups within the same 
company. Model 2 is easily understood by marketing and sales-oriented people while 
Model 1 is easily understood by customer service personnel (mind you, neither model is 
particularly demanding and should be understood by all company participants). 
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In applying Model 2, participants complete five activities, as follows: 

1. Identify key target audiences (groups that are similar or do similar things). 
2. Consider marketing and sales activities with each audience. 
3. Identify the role of the Internet in helping facilitate these marketing and sales 

activities. Where do they sit on the curve? What is the relative value proposition? 
4. Given where customers sit on the curve, what "experience" (interactivity and 

content) is required to "encourage" e-customers to complete marketing and sales 
activities? 

5. What do the customer and company achieve from partaking in the Web site 
experience? 

While questions are provided to help participants apply the models, each group (within a 
group session) tends to adopt its own approach. The questions are provided only to 
answer the first question every group asks itself before embarking on a joint activity—
"So, what are we doing?" 

Figure 4-6. A model for placing different audiences within the marketing 
and sales cycles. 

 

 

Groups will present back using flip charts and notes. It's always worth encouraging 
groups to write as much down as possible, so you have a record for later. Sometimes a 
recording of the session also helps establish, at least, an audio memory of the occasion. I 
find an audio record useful when issues come up and I haven't fully understood them, or 
had time to explore them. By going back and replaying the comment, I can explore the 
issue and catch something, potentially, vital. 

A workshop report would be generated as a result of the group sessions. This report 
should capture the core activities of the groups, their outputs, and the issues discussed. 



The workshop report can include an emergent vision statement, or this can be synthesized 
and distributed separately. The benefit of combining the vision statement with more 
specific requirements identified in the workshop report is that it creates more tangibility 
and results in increased impetus and buy-in within the company. 

4.. Describe E-business vision and strategy 

You will get a lot of output from your group sessions, a lot of great ideas and a surprising 
amount of detail about possible initiatives and areas the company needs to address. At 
this stage, the idea is to gather the central thoughts of all that output and formulate a 
central vision. Doing this first gives you a platform from which you can achieve 
organizational alignment and filter and synthesize all the detail you have to to produce a 
list of requirements for the company's approval. 

Oftentimes, the statement of e-business strategy and vision will be part of the executive 
summary of the workshop report. This allows participants and other organizational 
stakeholders to see quickly how the strategy and vision were arrived at. 

5.. Add supporting e-service concepts and requirements 

The person involved in translating the workshop output into an initial statement of 
requirements bears a great responsibility. He or she must find common themes in a 
diverse, and possibly eclectic, array of group-generated information. And he or she must 
add value to the information that has been generated by finding additional meaning as a 
result of collation and additional deliberation. Rather than just regurgitating participant 
inputs, you will be looking for common e-service concepts and their supporting 
requirements. 

Sometimes it can help to go back to the people who were interviewed in the one-on-one 
interviews and "sanity check" some of the themes and concepts that come out of all the 
group-generated information. 

6.. Finalize statement of requirements 

After another round (or two) of feedback from participants and stakeholders, you should 
have arrived at the final statement of requirements. Well, as final as it will get at this 
stage prior to concept testing with customers. Requirements may then be revised as a 
result of customer feedback before briefing the Web site's development company/s. 

And a final tip relating to the presentation of the company's requirements: you will 
facilitate quicker signoff from company stakeholders by centering everything on 
scenarios of what e-customers want, and need, to do. 

The Brief 



Your statement of requirements will form the basis of the brief you give to your 
development company/s. As discussed earlier, when you revise your requirements on the 
basis of customer feedback, your revision may well become the brief itself (i.e., your 
requirement definition and brief can be the same document). 

The brief should communicate the vision and e-service concepts that have come out of 
your requirement definition process and should also address many of the pertinent 
decisions covered under "key decisions you have to make." Figure 4-7 outlines the 
contents of a sample brief you may wish to adapt to suit your purposes. 

Figure 4-7. An example of brief content. 

 

 

There are a number of areas, such as business process improvement and content 
identification and generation, that start in the requirement definition stage and are 
continued in the development stage. There are also a lot of other processes and activities 
that the company needs to complete during development. And these activities are the 
subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5. E-Service Development 
and Implementation 
Now you're working with your suppliers to make your vision a reality. 

How well you set up your infrastructure, and work with your suppliers, will determine 
how customer-effective you end up being. 

Some companies are in such a hurry to enter the e-business fray that they just don't do 
what is necessary. Typically, these companies end up dumping too much responsibility 
on their suppliers, who end up, inevitably, not rising to the occasion. 

No one knows your business, or your customers, as well as you do—it's your job to 
engineer your project, your processes, and your content for customer-effectiveness. And 
you must provide your Web site development company with as much concrete 
information as it needs to deliver the requisite experience to your e-customers. Contrary 
to what seems a common belief, Web site designers can't use "their intuition" to design 
your customer-effective Web site—they need a lot of help and direction from you. 

In this chapter we will look at how to set up your project, handle the often-elusive 
process of product specification, deal with the content challenge, practically address 
business process improvement, and work with your supplier for customer-effective 
results. 

Setting Up the Project 
In Chapter 1 we established that creating customer-effective Web sites is a multifaceted 
endeavor requiring the integration of many skills within and across companies and their 
suppliers. An integrated project team and project methodology are required to bring all 
the disciplines and skills together. 

Books have been written on project management (see Bibliography) and I'm not here to 
reinvent the wheel. My focus is on guiding you on the types of people required to do get 
everything done and the necessary relationships and tools to ensure things get done well. 

The Integrated Project Team 

The integrated project team relies on partnership between a company and its suppliers. 
That partnership translates to matching roles and responsibilities within and across the 
company and its suppliers. And the roles on the company and supplier sides match 
requisite project activities to skills. 

It is important to strike a balance between minimizing necessary communication flows to 
ensure everyone knows what is going on and not having so many chiefs that it takes 
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forever to make a decision. To address this, and recognize the important composite 
activities that must be discreetly recognized and managed, I have described the project 
team as made up of three core groups: 

1. Management team. 

This team is responsible for directing the project. They are responsible for major 
decisions throughout the life of the project, such as: 

o Setting e-business strategy and defining strategic e-service concepts. 
o Managing project resourcing. 
o Approving items at each milestone. 
o Providing direction within their own organization to ensure integrated 

activity and quality deliverables. 
2. Requirement owners. 

This team is responsible for the day-to-day, week-to-week, running of the project. 
Together, requirement owners are responsible for defining the company's 
requirements and seeing them met. They are hands-on with the design, 
development, and implementation of e-servicing and are involved with: 

o Being the day-to-day points of contact for development related to their 
business area. 

o Contributing to the development of e-service concepts. 
o Defining and clarifying requirements related to their area. 
o Actively participating in the requirement definition process. 
o Reviewing all relevant project documentation and raising issues as 

required. 
o Determining the most appropriate service and technical infrastructure and 

ensuring its implementation. 

Sometimes it will be most effective for requirement owners to deal with 
central contacts within supplier companies (such as the project manager 
and producer) and sometimes dialogue will be required with developers 
themselves. 

3. Activity owners. 

I have identified this separately, even though it crosses over requirement 
ownership, because it is important to explicitly recognize these processes—to 
ensure they receive the adequate level of focus and resource required. 

Of course, people can be activity owners as well as requirement owners, but this 
may not necessarily be the case. Some activities will require specialized and 
dedicated resource, in the areas of testing, content management and process 
design, for example. Activity owners contribute to requirement definition because 



they understand a level of detail that others don't, but they may not be held 
directly responsible for the definition and implementation of those requirements. 

The matching of personnel in the three core groups can be seen in Figure 5-1. 

As seen in Figure 5-1, the strategic visionary and customer advocate are also required to 
act as "glue" between the company and suppliers. Strategic visioning and customer 
advocacy are ways of behaving more than roles, however, someone within the integrated 
project team needs to keep the strategic vision or "big picture" alive, and the customer 
advocate needs to keep the customer at the forefront of development. 

Sometimes a key person involved in testing acts as customer advocate, and he or she 
works closely with the strategic visionary to help reconcile customer and business needs 
and goals. Sometimes the strategic visionary is from within the management team, and 
sometimes not. The strategic visionary has to be objective enough to not get bogged 
down in detail but familiar enough with project issues and decisions to be able to lead in 
the right direction. 

Integrated Project Tools 

Project Charter 

Once you have selected the Web site development company/s you want to work with, 
you may want to establish a charter for the project. The charter details the project team 
members, their roles and responsibilities and contact details, the project process or 
methodology, and the milestones of the project. The charter would probably be put 
together jointly by the company and supplier's project managers, in consultation with 
other team members. 

A charter can be particularly useful when there are a number of parties involved in the 
project, and clarity is required to know who is doing what, what the most appropriate 
channels of communication are, and what the agreed-on development process is (different 
development companies sometimes adopt differ ent processes, and businesses also have 
process requirements that need to be reconciled). If this clarity is not required, then don't 
bother with the charter; there is no need to create unnecessary bureaucracy. 

Figure 5-1. The integrated project team. 
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The charter is not a project plan or a service level agreement; it is, however, a practical 
guide to the project for all parties involved. The following areas can be covered within 
the document: 

• Project purpose. A statement of why the project exists and how its success will be 
measured. This statement may come directly from the project sponsor. 

• Project fundamentals. You may want to note down some of the guiding tenets of 
the project if they are of particular significance to working together effectively. 
Otherwise, avoid stating the obvious unless you feel it needs to be stated. 

• Roles and Responsibilities. You may like to use Figure 5-1 as a guide, just to 
make sure you cover all the bases. The more parties involved in the project, the 
more detail is required on the delineation of responsibilities. 

• Milestones. Project milestones are shown in Figure 5-2. (Note these milestones 
build on, and augment, Figure 1-2 which depicts the broad responsibilities of an 
integrated development team): 

Figure 5-2. Integrated project milestones. 
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• Project considerations. You may like to identify any red flags, such as intra- or 
interproject dependencies that could impact on the process and timings. 

Project Web site 

The charter could be available online as part of a project Web site (or extranet accessible 
to the integrated project team and other affiliated stakeholders). 

The project Web site adds a whole other dimension to the charter because it allows you to 
dynamically keep track of what's happening throughout the life of the project. The charter 
is a good starter for the project, but the project Web site allows you to support integrated 
activity on an ongoing basis. 

The project Web site could even help facilitate group decision making, allowing sign offs 
or exceptions to be centrally captured and addressed online. 

A possible project Web site concept is shown in Figure 5-3. 

Figure 5-3. Concept for a project Web site. 
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Despite their obvious usefulness, and the best intentions, project Web sites often don't 
eventuate, because everyone is too anxious to get on with the "real" project development. 
Also, some of the functionality that could be used in developing the project Web site may 
be developed as part of the project proper, making development of the project Web site 
premature in the development process. However, it is worth putting something together 
as best you can at the beginning of the project and adding to it as more sophisticated 
functionality is developed. 

The project Web site can be housed and maintained by the business or Web site 
development company. Chances are, however, that the development company already has 
such sites operable for other clients and may be able to adapt the concept to your project. 
Secretsites.com gives an example of a template project site, such as a development 
company could adapt to each project. 

Product Specification 
The "product specification" is something we have inherited from the traditional software 
development process. It is the document by which the product, as it will be designed and 
developed, is described in detail, and agreed on, before work commences. It has acted as 
a contractual agreement as much as a guide for development. 

However, even in the world of traditional software development, the "product 
specification" has become problematic. The assumption that software can be document-
driven has been the subject of debate since about 1970, when the "waterfall model" was 
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first introduced. The waterfall model stipulates that software development is stepwise; 
development occurs in successive stages. One stage flows into the next like a waterfall. 
However, a primary source of difficulty with the model has been its emphasis on full 
documentation of development prior to design and development. 

The document-driven approach has been found to work in only a few cases where 
systems are small and unsophisticated and not the product of programming in higher-
generation languages. In most cases, however, the attempt to complete full 
documentation early has led to the specification of poorly understood user interfaces and 
decision support functions, followed by the design and development of large quantities of 
unusable code. 

If this has been the experience in traditional software development, it is even more so in 
the case of Web-based development. Web development uses rapid and iterative design 
techniques and technologies, and this can be difficult to plan for. In addition, the 
integration of Web technologies into business tends to be more far-reaching in its effect, 
and not all process changes and requirements can be anticipated from day one. 

In a knee-jerk reaction to the waterfall model and its emphasis on upfront and detailed 
specification, evolutionary models, that allowed development to evolve without upfront 
and detailed specification, were explored. However, these were found to be too loose, 
leading to a lack of coordination and direction in the design and development process. 

Perhaps we need an approach that gives us the best of both worlds, a way of documenting 
what will be built and creating enough flexibility for requirements and development to 
evolve during the development process. 

Product Specification Process 

Here I will describe an approach I have seen to be fairly workable in large-scale projects. 

The approach requires the development company to establish a product specification in 
response to the company's brief. That specification deals with what is known and 
expected at the time it is written. Then, during the development process addenda are 
added to the product specification. These addenda are succinct descriptions of more fully 
defined process components, as they become known. These process components are 
likely to reflect the progress made with business process improvement and the particular 
processes that become necessary to activate the Web site in a live production 
environment. 

A product specification process is shown in Figure 5-4. 

The initial product specification defines the scope of operability the company expects the 
Web site development company to deliver (so this acknowledges the work completed in 
the addenda, without trying to define it beyond the level of knowledge held at the time). 
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Pinning down deliverables can be a very challenging problem, sometimes leaving 
development companies in the position where they do far more work than they ever, 
perhaps, expected, or get remunerated for (although the inverse can also occur!). 
Deliverables get blurred because of the dynamic and evolutionary characteristics of Web 
development. 

The traditional idea of delivering a "release" of software does not transfer to Web 
development because the job is just never done. How do we know when the development 
company's job is done? It is difficult for development companies to draw that line in the 
sand and say "we've done our job," and companies need to be sensitive to that. All I can 
suggest is a process of review or "reflection" at agreed-on project milestones where both 
parties fairly assess what has been delivered against the scope of operability agreed in the 
initial specification. 

Figure 5-4. A proposed product specification process. 

 

 
 

The Specification Document 

The specification will deconstruct the company's brief into discrete components that they 
must use to design, build and support the Web site system. The development company 
takes your ideas and turns them into the nuts and bolts of a Web application. 

Figure 5-5 presents the content you may expect to see in a specification. 

Of course, this figure is closely aligned to Figure 4-7 depicting the content of a 
company's brief. The brief and the specification may be an RFP (Request for Proposal) 
request and response; however, I have not made that assumption, because I believe that 
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the market will start to move away from this very costly and time-consuming way of 
awarding business. 

The Content Challenge 
Most commentators, writing from experience, testify to the fact that the biggest roadblock 
in developing Web sites on time is not technological or infrastructural as you might 
expect, but absence of necessary content. And how many Web sites, sadly, go live to the 
public with great design and functionality and vapid content? Why does this happen? 

Figure 5-5. An example of specification content. 

 

 
 

Understanding the Content Challenge 

If we better understand the content challenge perhaps we will be able to manage it better. 

Businesses often get overwhelmed by the amount of content they need to generate. This 
is largely because they underestimate the volume of content that needs to be generated—
they assume the necessary content already exists, in some form within the company or on 
an existing Web site. All they will need to do is put it online, right? Wrong. Generally, 
the content that already exists will need to be significantly remodeled to fit your Web site, 
or written from scratch. 
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First, this is because Web sites create experiences—content is contextual. The content 
you already have may sit in a context totally different from what it needs. Second, the 
content you already have offline might be as welcome in the online medium as a runaway 
wild pig in your (recently vacuumed) living room. And third, you may now want to have 
more real and intimate dialogue with your e-customers because you know them better 
and you're changing the way you market. You now want to use a completely different 
tone of voice, one that is more intimate and impersonal. 

Oftentimes, it is late in a project before a company catches on to the scope of the content 
generation required. 

In addition to getting to the content problem too late, we are also subject to a problematic 
development process. The reality is that we can get in a rather annoying chicken-and-egg 
situation during development. There is a "fluid" relationship between information design 
and content. Information design depends on content, and content depends on information 
design. The process of information design and content generation is iterative. 

When designing a Web site, you need to develop a big-picture view of how information 
will be categorized and how it all interrelates (the process of information design). 
However, that information design is affected by its components, all of the pieces of 
content classified. Now, the information contained on your Web site (content) can be 
shaped to fit the overall information design. And the information design can be shaped to 
fit the content. In reality, they work iteratively to create an optimal whole, as simply 
illustrated in Figure 5-6. 

Figure 5-6. The iterative nature of information design and content 
generation. 

 

 

The fluid relationship between information design and content can be problematic 
because your development company will want to start information design as soon as 
possible, because the way the site is structured (as illustrated by a site map, for example) 
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is a key determinant of what visitors will experience and, therefore, encapsulates the 
development company's initial Web site concept. 

To start information design, your Web site designer has to have a good feel for the 
content that will be on your Web site. Problem is, without a picture of how the site might 
be structured around a central concept, you will find it difficult to provide meaningful 
detail on content. In fact, you will probably want to establish a "style guide" for content 
so you can create content in such a way that it fits the Web site. And that style guide will 
rely on the information design of the Web site. 

And so, you sit there asking for an explanation of how the site will be structured, and for 
a suggested style guide even, while the designer sits there asking for content details. And 
on and on it could go, ad infinitum, if we let it. 

A Proposed Approach 

You can address these problems by scoping the content challenge early and by feeding 
the development process with content detail, piece by piece, as you can manage it. Figure 
5-7 describes a possible approach to managing content throughout the development 
process. 

The initial brief captures the basic scope and nature of content you believe to be required 
on your Web site, along with the ways you intend to go about creating and managing 
content. In the context of what e-customers need to do, this gives the Web site designer 
an initial lead on the experiences the Web site needs to create, and therefore allows them 
to establish some initial concepts for your Web site. 

On the basis of these high-level concepts, and in parallel as much as possible, you need to 
start to get a handle on the scope of the content challenge ahead of you. From experience, 
this is a necessary and sobering experience for companies that are better able to deal with 
a challenge that has been quantified than one that hasn't. 

The Content Audit and Content Plan 

The process of the content audit involves identifying each content area and the core 
information contained in each and completing a "gap analysis" to identify what content 
you don't already have within the company, outside of the company or on other Web sites. 
Then, knowing the scope of content you will have to reshape, or create from scratch, you 
can establish an action plan. 

To help you identify the core information required against each area of content, you may 
like to establish some simple standards for different areas of content. (These standards 
relate to the nature of information and not the style in which it is presented—it is too 
early in the process for that.) 
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Figure 5-7. Content activities throughout the Web site development 
process. 

 

 

For example, one client who wanted to facilitate the comparison of its products, in 
support of the customer's decision-making process, decided that each of its product pages 
would contain the following "chunks" of information: 

• Introduction—a short statement that positions the product. 
• Benefits—a bullet-pointed list of the key benefits of the product. 
• Features— a list of the main product features. 
• Options—an explanation of the different product variations available. 
• Helpful hints/FAQs—a bullet-pointed list of common questions e-customers have 

about getting hold of, and using, the product. 
• Pricing—a clear statement of the price along with information on any related 

discounts and rebates available. 
• Purchase—the online order process (the definition of this online process will 

probably come later but you should identify any information that needs to 
specifically be given in relation to purchase, such as details on product 
availability). 

Using this as a guide, a hypothetical client's content audit (in relation to content available 
on their existing Web site) is shown in Table 5-1. 

Table 5-1. Content audit on product information 
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It is best to start the audit with areas of content you know are most necessary and least 
dependent on the Web site context, such as the core product information in Table 5-1. 

A content audit is a big job and it should be carried out by (at least one) dedicated 
resource such as a content manager (see Figure 5-1), who would be responsible for also 
managing the content plan and content generation against content schedules later in the 
development process. 

Having gotten an idea of the scope of the task ahead, you can create the content plan. 
You will need to look at who owns existing content (online and offline) and start to 
allocate specific tasks to individuals. 

In the above example, ownership of the product information sat within the auspices of the 
marketing department, and resource was allocated, over a given time period, in line with 
product management responsibilities. Product policy details, however, were owned by the 
underwriting department, which would provide the necessary detail and direction to 
another resource responsible for generating the Web site text. 

You will also need to prioritize content delivery. The content most key to the required e-
customer experience must be completed first. If there are areas of content that are just not 
going to fall within the timeframe for the project, then this needs to be clearly established 
and reflected in the Web site design and build. You may need to earmark some content as 
coming after the site has been launched to the public. 

A content plan can be a stand-alone document. It will also form an important part of the 
overall project plan—because it is such a key dependency for progressing with, and 
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completing, development. Knowing when different content areas will be complete will 
affect what you can test through interactive prototypes, and when, for example. 

Content Generation 

Who should generate content? 

There are different types of content and, therefore, different parties involved in the 
generation of content. Those parties will traverse both the business and the Web site 
development company. However, the bulk of the content will be in-depth and will be the 
responsibility of the business. I call this "substantive content." It is important to make the 
distinction between substantive and interface content because it helps us clearly allocate 
ownership and tasks in relation to each. 

The development company will, in all probability, take the lead in creating content that 
facilitates the e-customer's experience on your Web site. I call this "interface content" 
because it is content that is seen at the interface with your e-customers. Interface content 
is closely tied in with information and visual design, which is why it usually ends up 
being the initiative of the development company. 

The differentiation and respective roles are illustrated in Figure 5-8. 

Interface content often "falls through the cracks" during the development process because 
it is not identified as a content requirement, and both the business and the Web site 
development company assume the other party is providing it—when, in actual fact, 
neither does. Then it ends up being done at the last minute and is not of sufficient quality 
to provide the e-customer with a meaningful interface. Thinking back to the seventeen 
customer directives, many of these relate to poor interface content—the e-customer just 
doesn't receive enough of the right information about what can be done and what is going 
on. 

Figure 5-8. Differentiating between interface and substantive content. 

 

 

Interface content forms some of the most important content on your site and should be 
carefully considered and, certainly, not forgotten. An order process, for example, requires 
interface content at each stage in the online process to guide e-customers through the 
process and manage their expectations. During an order process, interface content will 
need to provide an intuitive experience and reflect the business' service standards and 
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protocols. The business and Web site development company will need to jointly 
determine the content required to facilitate these types of processes. 

Generally speaking, development companies have experienced Web writers available. 
Businesses, however, tend to have a lot less experience with Web writing. Those 
companies that are inexperienced in Web writing will need to decide whether to train 
personnel within the company, employ a specialist resource, or outsource Web writing to 
a professional. Each approach comes with its own pros and cons. 

If your company is committed to developing internal expertise in preparation for the 
demands of managing and maintaining your Web site after public launch, then it could be 
worth investing in existing and new personnel. Even if you do Web writing in-house, you 
may want to use a professional resource to edit and review what you have written—just 
to make sure it is appropriate for the online medium. 

Tips for Web writing 

Writing for the Web is fundamentally different from writing for other media. It is 
physically, and culturally, different. If we just pick up our current communications, 
reformat them a little, and put them online, we will get it wrong and turn our e-customers 
off. 

As we know, Web sites are experiential and contextual; that is, people create an 
experience for themselves by interacting with Web sites, and the sites exist in a context 
affected by where visitors have been, come from, and what they are trying to do. 

Web writing has to create a lot more context than any other form of writing. With a book 
or magazine in their hands, readers can tell a lot about the nature and quality of what 
they're reading. The Web, however, offers no such clues. The writer has to make the 
nature of the content, what it's doing there, and what use it is to the reader, crystal clear. 

And the writer must not get in the way of what readers are trying to do or, conversely, 
presume too much about what readers are trying to do. The writer has to provide the tools, 
some good and relevant pointers, and then trust readers to build what they need for 
themselves. 

You can provide your e-customers with a richer experience through your use of hypertext 
(links). Not by incessantly telling your readers to "click here" when they are only halfway 
through a paragraph, but by providing links that fit the context and add value to the 
visitor's experience. 

Links change the look and feel of Web writing—they make the Web page imminently 
more scannable. You need to read your links as a pattern having their own syntax and 
rhythm, as well as a part of their surrounding text. And when including links in your 
writing, always keep to your subject, treating links as an inherent part of the text and not 
as alternate destinations. 



On http://useit.com, Jakob Nielsen provides three main guidelines for Web writing as 
follows: 

• Be succinct: Write no more than 50 percent of the text you would have used in a 
hardcopy publication. 

• Write for scannability: Don't require users to read long continuous blocks of text. 
• Use hypertext to split up long information into multiple pages. 

Nielsen also advocates using "the inverted pyramid" in Web writing because, as known 
from several user studies, users don't scroll (however, this has begun to change and 
visitors seem a little more likely to scroll). The inverted pyramid puts general headline 
information at the top of an article and gives detail later in the article. Readers will often 
read only the top part of an article. Nielsen says that "very interested readers will scroll, 
and these few motivated souls will reach the foundation of the pyramid and get the full 
story in all its gory detail." 

The inverted pyramid concept has been used by newspaper journalists for years, because 
they too know that people scan articles and may only read the first part of an article 
before moving on to the next. The journalist has to give readers all the important 
information up front so that, even if readers go away without reading the whole article, 
they take the most important facts with them. 

Nielsen has found that, over time, readers have become more inclined to scroll. However, 
it is still important not to assume that all readers will scroll down to receive the detail 
they need. 

As well as following a consistent framework, such as the inverted pyramid, content 
should be consistent enough to facilitate comparisons. Readers will compare like 
products, services, and ideas on your Web site and other Web sites, and you can make 
that easy, or difficult, for them. And write for searchability, with good, relevant, and 
consistent keywords that help e-customers find their way around the information they 
want to find. 

Remember also that once e-customers get to a piece of content, a URL (uniform resource 
locator) will also be visible. URLs, as bookmarks, or references become their own 
shorthand for content, and you should try to make them as clear, relevant, and meaningful 
as possible. 

In all of your Web writing, you are going to have to work hard to establish credibility 
with your readers. You need to establish yourself with visitors, so they know what you've 
got to say is worth listening to. E-customers have had to put up with a whole lot of poor 
content on the Web, and they won't hang around if they feel your writing is in the same 
vein. 

The tone of voice you use will be a key factor in how your writing is received. If your 
Web writing sounds like a marketing brochure, or the one-sided musings of a corporate 
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tycoon, you won't create a very favorable impression. Visitors expect more informality 
and intimacy in cyberspace—you have the opportunity to get to know them better and 
you should not talk to them in the aloof tones of yesteryear. 

Your tone of voice also has to recognize the sophistication of your e-customers; and some 
are becoming pretty sophisticated. You have to recognize that some e-customers may 
have become expert e-customers; they may even know more about your products than 
you do. 

And lastly, remember that you are part of an e-community. You don't necessarily have to 
create all your Web site content yourself—Web sites themselves can create content 
through the participation of e-customers and other parties affecting your e-service 
offering. 

Content schedule 

The content schedule is the detailed spreadsheet against which businesses monitor their 
progress in generating, and supplying, every piece of content required. It is also an 
important resource for the Web site development company, who will use the detail to 
finalize the site map and the inventory of every Web page (or page templates) it must 
create. 

Both the business and the Web site development company need to realize that even at this 
stage, things can still evolve iteratively, and they should cooperatively review the status 
of the schedule frequently. The content manager will be key in facilitating this 
coordination and communicating changes, and chasing up the resources, as required. 

The exact format of your content spreadsheet, or database, will depend on the structure 
most relevant to your project. For example, if you are serving content dynamically 
(creating Web pages "on-the-fly") the numbering system you use for each piece of 
content will reflect where that content is populated to on the Web site, and where it is 
stored, in the database. 

Table 5-2 is an example of a spreadsheet format you may be able to adapt to your own 
situation. 

Table 5-2. A content schedule format you may find useful. 
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Note that the schedule can be used to clearly prioritize content and distinguish between 
content that will be available when the site goes live to the public, and what will come 
later. 

In my experience, interactive content, such as the home contents calculator in Table 5-2, 
is the most popular with customers who prefer to do something more useful than to scroll 
through static text. At the same time, you will have core products that you will want to 
cover on your Web site. Hopefully you'll have time to cover both. The golden rule, 
however, is to give customers what is most useful to them. 

The schedule also identifies different content components, such as text, links, graphics, 
audio and video clips, and interactive decision-support-type applications (such as the 
calculators), and the associated customer activity. You will notice that the e-customer 
activity related to the home contents calculator is "calculate sum insured for home 
contents" while the broader e-customer activity of home contents insurance is "Product 
evaluation." The calculator (an interactive table) could be part of the content relating to 
home contents insurance but could also be a destination in itself (by way of a shortcut, for 
example). 

Identifying related customer activities, or goals, helps determine the appropriate 
treatment of content components along with the their priority and who owns them. It will 
help the Web site development company develop the navigation system and templates for 
the different types of Web pages. It is also a good reminder of the fact that you are 
building the Web site to facilitate the actions of e-customers. 

Content templates 
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Templates are designed by the Web site designer to carry a corporate design consistently 
through the Web site. Templates are common in projects where content is dynamically 
populated to a Web site "on the fly." Templates take into account the nature of the 
content components that make up the page, and the way they should be presented within 
the overall structure of the Web site. A large Web site could have as many sixty or 
seventy templates to cover the different types of content and activities found on the Web 
site. Obviously, it is best to avoid a proliferation of templates; however, you need to 
ensure there are enough templates to allow e-customers to adequately differentiate 
between the different activities available to them. 

If templates are available, and approved, at the time content is ready to be delivered to the 
Web site, then the templates could be used by the business to directly populate content to 
the Web site database. This will remove double-handling later on. You should bear in 
mind, however, that, because of the iterative relationship between content generation and 
information design, templates take time to develop and will, probably, be released in 
succession (as more detailed content information becomes available). 

Content management systems 

While some Web sites allow dynamic population of content "on the fly" through the use 
of templates, other Web sites are static and each page has to be built and stored, ready to 
be served in response to an e-customer's request. 

It is better to generate content dynamically than to create and store static pages. Dynamic 
content population will be faster, more efficient, and easier to maintain. When making 
updates, you just have to change one or two affected components, rather than, potentially, 
hundreds of static pages. 

Content management systems that make dynamic content population possible, are one of 
the first indicators that object-oriented design principles (where objects form the basis of 
design as opposed to specific functions) are successfully being applied to Web 
development. In fact, at the moment, there is a lot of work going into the development of 
Web object management (WOM) systems in general. WOM principles (that lead to the 
definition and use of objects that make up Web sites) cannot be applied only to content 
but can also be applied to facilitate application development, configuration management 
(that ensures that Web site concepts can be repeated in the future), and interoperability 
with related systems (inside and outside of the company). 

This is an exciting area, and one you should be following with interest, because it could 
save you a lot of money and time later on, when these systems become more prevalent. 
You should keep an eye out for companies developing Web site applications based on 
object-oriented principles (links to some of these companies are given in the Netography 
under "content creation and object management"). It is my view that the application of 
object-orientated principles and technologies to Web development will enhance their 
application in traditional software development as well—both areas will feed off each 
other and contribute to improve, customer-centric, applications development. 



But, to address the content issue at hand, WOM principles allow businesses to implement 
more sophisticated content management processes that ensure the quality of the Web site 
is maintained over time. These content management processes allow companies to 
implement processes where: 

• Standards and styles can be applied through the use of templates. 
• Any number of content components can be combined through the use of a 

template. 
• Content components can come from different sources. This is particularly 

important where content ownership is spread across the company; you are likely 
to have people from different areas contributing content relative to their particular 
area of expertise. Once all of the components have been added by the various 
owners the template rolls them up into a Web page ready for publishing. 

• All content additions can be controlled by a central resource, such as the content 
manager (while maintaining the ability for decentralized content generation). 

• A staging environment allows changes to be made (as a result of editing, for 
example) and approvals can be given prior to content being available to the live 
system. Content can also be embargoed so that it is not "live" until a certain date, 
and similarly, can be deactivated on a certain date (in relation to campaign 
timings, for example). 

• Decentralized and asynchronous approvals are supported. No content becomes 
available to the live system until all the requisite approvals have been given. 

• Different versions of content can be managed (particularly given there is likely to 
be an iterative process of writing, editing, and approving, before each new piece 
of content is made available to the live system). 

• Audit trails and reporting are provided. This is particularly important to achieve 
an overall view of content that has progressed through the system. Reports would 
probably be delivered to the content manager, who would ensure that content has 
correctly appeared in the live environment as anticipated. 

• Different participants are offered different rights or privileges (this is important if 
different people in the company only have jurisdiction over some content areas or 
some administrative tasks). Of course, the content manager would maintain access 
to the entire system, as would the Webmaster. 

• An easy-to-use front end allows stakeholders to add and change content and 
templates and administer the content system itself. This front end will be used in 
different ways by Web writers, editors, people giving approvals, the content 
manager, and the Webmaster. 

Process Improvement 
Your approach to e-business may be determined via a business process reengineering 
(BPR) exercise—you may be applying Internet technologies in an attempt to increase 
customer satisfaction through improved business processes. Your analysis of processes 
relating to your customer's Web site experience will be part of a much greater whole. 
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It is not feasible, or desirable, for me to explore such broad BPR activities in this chapter. 
Here I must focus on the processes critical to delivering a quality customer experience on 
your Web site. However, having said that, I will draw on recognized BPR ideas and 
methodologies. 

First, we need to define some terms. BPR is concerned with designing processes, that 
optimally meet (hopefully customer-driven) business objectives. BPR is founded on the 
belief that it is better not to be constrained by existing processes; one must start with a 
blank sheet of paper. The upshot is that you may end up "obliterating" your current 
processes and have to redo things from scratch. BPR, therefore, is a high-risk approach to 
process improvement. 

Business process improvement (BPI) is founded on the belief that it is good to start with 
existing processes. Once existing processes are modeled, they are analyzed and improved. 
Of course, that improvement could be relatively minor or particularly major. In theory, 
you should be able to completely replace the process with a new one, as in BPR, but the 
reality is that your knowledge of existing processes may hinder your ability to "think 
outside the box." 

Both approaches require business process design, which you will implement to 
reengineer processes and to create completely new ones. Existing processes aren't always 
available as a reference point (if you want to use them as such). You will need to design 
and implement processes that have never existed before. Web site content management 
processes, for example, will be new to the company. 

I don't think it really matters what label you use, as long as you are committed to putting 
processes in place that help create a quality e-service experience. I refer to this pursuit, 
generically as "process improvement." 

An Approach to Process Improvement 

On that note, we will explore a basic approach to process improvement that facilitates the 
identification of customer goals and the business' ability to support them. 

This approach is built on the premise that customer goals should be matched to business 
goals and that this happens via the Web site interface. E-customers complete certain 
actions to achieve certain outcomes, or goals. Businesses also complete certain actions to 
achieve certain outcomes, or goals. The process of exchange between the e-customer and 
the company happens via the Web site interface. We can represent this e-customer-
business exchange in Figure 5-9. 

Figure 5-9. Matching e-customer and business processes via the Web site 
interface. 
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All of the component processes can be mapped; we can map e-customer processes, 
interface processes, and business processes, although the mapping techniques we use may 
differ. Business processes are likely to involve more sophisticated mapping techniques, 
as well as different levels of modeling to embrace the macro-to-micro- business 
environment. 

We seek to understand customer processes and create an interface that facilitates them. 
The interface acts as the front end for business processes that fit seamlessly and 
effectively into the customer's e-service experience. 

This highlights the importance of developing a quality interface and business processes. 
It also reinforces the importance of contextual design: designing an interface (and 
enabling it) so that customers can do what they need to do, in their context, as customers. 
(We will discuss the contextual design of interfaces further in the next chapter.) 

To enable e-customer processes, business may end up improving existing processes, 
replacing existing processes, or creating new processes. To start off, companies will need 
to map e-customer processes, and, with the assistance of expert developers and process 
designers, relate this to interface and process design. 

The nature of e-customer processes will depend on the type of e-services you are 
providing and to whom. In addition, some e-customer processes will require more deep 
penetration into business processes than others (depending on how much you have 
integrated the e-customer into your business). Some e-customer processes you will 
probably have to consider are as follows: 

• Make a service request (and there will be different types of service requests, each 
requiring attention). 

• Order a product or service. 
• Provide input to online requests for information (i.e., not service requests but 

requests from the company for information such as participation in surveys or 
other Web-based forms that integrate e-customers with business processes, such 
as product development ideas). 

• Register for a service. 
• Update personal information held by the company. 
• Request and receive e-mails or other push content. 
• Evaluate certain types of products. 
• Provide feedback (on the Web site and on a particular experience with your 

company). 
• Get help (on using the Web site or a product or service). 



• Contact someone who can help with a problem. 
• Participate in an online forum. 

More than one business process may support one e-customer process. In addition, some 
processes will be interrelated and will need to be considered in relation to one another, 
while others (such as the content publishing and management process) underpin a number 
of other processes. As with any process improvement exercise, you will describe and 
analyze processes at different levels and will need to relate and group processes to 
understand interdependencies and to avoid duplication of effort. 

An Example 

Let's consider an example of the approach as it applies to an e-customer successfully 
completing an order process. We can: 

1. Map the e-customer, interface, and supporting business processes. 
2. Analyze how well the processes match one another. 
3. Make improvements to the processes on the basis of our analysis. 

1.. Mapping 

E-customer process 

We start off by mapping the e-customer process. Figure 5-10 shows an e-customer's order 
process. 

Figure 5-10. An example of an e-customer's order process 
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Interface process 

Figure 5-11 shows the related interface process. 

Figure 5-11. An example of an interface order process. 

 

 
 

Business processes 

The mapping of business processes presents us with more of a challenge; there are a 
number of related processes and a number of levels on which those processes exist. 

I have identified a number of business processes that support an e-customer's order 
process, such as: 

• The receipt and routing of the order request (by which the company delivers the 
request to an appropriate person within the company). 

• The product provisioning process (by which a company activates the product). 
• The product fulfillment process. 
• The complaints process (by which e-customers can register their dissatisfaction 

and get the product replaced). 
• The product specification process (by which a company determines what it offers 

in relation to a product and what is required to provide it). 
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• The product pricing process (by which a company establishes and updates current 
prices of products). 

• The campaign management process (by which companies determine which 
products are subject to campaign conditions and the management of those 
conditions). 

And, of course, underlying all of this is the content management process, which ensures 
that the right information about the product, its price, its availability, its provision, and 
the relevant follow-up processes, gets served on the Web site. In addition, the content 
management process will, in turn, be affected by other business processes that provide 
content inputs, such as product pricing and specification processes and the campaign 
management process. 

In addition, we can map or "model" these processes at different levels of specificity, 
depending on how much we want to get into the nuts and bolts of the processes involved. 
It is not feasible to go into all of the models you might create at this point. Figure 5-12 
presents a model of the high-level relationship among processes. 

Figure 5-12. An example of supporting business processes. 

 

 
 

2.. Analysis 

Matching the e-customer and interface processes 

Applying the approach, we can match the e-customer and interface processes. In doing so, 
we address issues such as: 
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• Whether steps in the interface process logically match those of the customer 
process, i.e. does the interface intuitively facilitate the steps required in the e-
customer process? We can match the previous e-customer and interface processes 
as follows: 

o "Product evaluation" matches a "Product page." 
o "Get more information" matches an "E-mail form for inquiry." 
o "Decide to buy the product" matches "Order." 
o "Provide information to get what I want" matches "Configure/set choices." 
o "Make sure I'm getting what I want" matches "Confirm order details" 

through to "order complete." 
o "Receive the product" also matches "order complete" which gives the e-

customer information on what to do if they have a problem. 

The steps match pretty well because there is a step in the interface process 
for every step in the e-customer process. The e-customer should feel 
comfortable with the order sequence. Many online order processes don't 
follow a natural e-customer order process; steps are poorly defined or 
illogical. 

• Whether the interface process offers the customer the necessary guidance 
throughout the order process. 

o The product page would have to provide the necessary content to enable 
the e-customer's evaluation of product alternatives. The product page 
would provide information on the fit of this product with others (what this 
product offers in relation to others), clear pricing information, and details 
on how and when, and to whom, the product is provided. (Refer back to 
the previous customer directives in number. 6, "Let me make a valid 
comparison" and number 7, "Don't expect me to make a decision without 
the facts.") 

o The "order" action has to be clear and easily accessible at the point the 
customer decides to buy. (Refer back to the previous customer directive 
number 10, "Yes, I want it, now what?"). 

o The requests for information in "Configure/set choices" and "Product 
order form" should be clear and deliberate. (Refer back to the previous 
customer directive number 16, "Tell me the info you need".) 

o The customer understands, from "Order complete" exactly what will 
happen, along with when and how it will happen, in response to their 
order.We would be able to more fully assess how well the interface 
process guides the e-customer if we had actual screens to peruse. However, 
the process, as it is presented here, should enable the necessary guidance 
to be provided (going by the intended nature of each screen in the process. 
You would, of course, want to double-check this once those screens were 
developed.) 

• What product information should be provided in product pages themselves and 
what is provided during the order process? 



Some product information is more pertinent when e-customers are ordering than 
when they are evaluating a product. The goal is not to let unnecessary information 
get in the way of an e-customer deciding to buy while providing enough 
information to facilitate the customer's decision to buy. 

Matching business processes 

As part of your process improvement endeavor, you could focus on the most immediate 
business processes such as the e-mail receipt and routing process and then rely on the 
other existing processes to complete the customer's e-service experience. However, you 
could also take the opportunity to consider how the use of technology could automate the 
end-to-end process from the receipt of the order to its delivery. How much you want to 
bite off is up to you, but bear in mind that e-customers have higher expectations of 
timelines when they order over the Web. Therefore, you may need to look at streamlining 
a range of existing processes. 

For the purposes of this example, we will relate the e-customer and interface processes to 
the e-mail handling process. In doing so, we need to consider issues such as: 

• What is the minimum information an e-customer must provide to activate the 
related business processes? 

• What are the rules relative to each product and who is responsible for defining 
them. How are the product rules integrated into the content process? Rules will be 
things like: 

o What particular service levels are associated with particular products? 
o What payment mechanisms are we able to use (e.g., credit card payment)? 
o Is the date the product is required likely to differ from the date it would be 

delivered? 
o How does a customer know whether a service has been activated 

(especially when it is not a physical product)? 
o At what stage is the availability of the product verified with the e-

customer; is this done automatically online and a contingency of the 
customer request being accepted or does it happen in the service channel 
after the order has been received? 

• Is each piece of customer-provided information used in the subsequent business 
processes. (Refer back to the previous customer directive number 4, "Use what I 
give you.") 

• At what point is the output of the interface process (an electronic file) brought 
into related service processes? Efficiencies may be created by bringing the 
interface output in later, i.e., automating the processing of the output so that it fits 
into business processes at a later point. 

• In what format should the customer request be provided to facilitate routing and 
integration with workflow and customer management systems once the request 
has been received by the company? 



• What product options can be identified and fulfilled as part of the order process 
and what options require human intervention (e.g., more sophisticated products 
may not be able to be fully configured as a result of the online order process)? 

• How do different customer choices affect pricing policy? Can activating these 
choices dynamically change the price online? 

• Can related requests to affiliated suppliers be automated (i.e., if the company 
needs to involve another supplier in fulfilling the e-customer's order, can the 
acceptance of the e-customer order automatically trigger a request from the 
company to the supplier)? 

Of course, there are other business processes you will also have to consider. Some of 
them will be as follows: 

• Product development process. New products will have to be added to the Web site 
on an ongoing basis, and you will need to make sure that the process generates all 
of the inputs required to service that product on the Web site, such as template 
generation and/or application, content dimensions, service dimensions, 
transactional dimensions, the provision of rules related to decision-support-type 
functionality, and reporting requirements. You want to ensure that like products 
can always be effectively evaluated and compared by e-customers. 

• Product promotion process. You will want to use your Web site as a promotional 
medium along with other promotional media. You will need to determine how 
promotional content is integrated into the Web site as much as new product 
information. Campaign conditions, such as price changes, will need to be tied in 
with product dimensions. You will also need to consider the embargo process, 
where you will manage the timing of the release and deletion of a campaign. Also, 
bear in mind that promotional content may be treated differently from other 
content, such as product information. Promotional content may be highlighted in 
relation to "what's new," or "what's hot," for example. 

• Customer management processes. Your Web site may allow e-customers to store, 
retrieve and change personal information on the Web site database, or on internal 
databases (if you have connectivity between your Web site and internal databases). 
You will need to consider how this integrates with the processes you use for 
storing and maintaining customer data. 

• Service improvement process. You may have a process in place whereby customer 
satisfaction is benchmarked according to certain indicators, such as the level of 
customer complaints. The Web site may provide information relevant to these 
indicators (deliberately, or not). You will need to determine how these indicators 
relate to an interface process and how they are integrated with offline indicators. 

• Strategy and planning process. You will need to consider how the Web site fits 
into your evaluation of business strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
to define what will make your company get ahead of its competitors. Your 
customer-effective Web site is likely to become a key weapon in the war against 
your competitors. 

3.. Process improvements 



The types of general improvements you can expect to make as a result of applying this 
approach are as follows: 

• Shifting content from the call center to your Web site. Web site visits are likely to 
directly substitute inquiries received by your call centers. How many customer 
inquiries can you defer by providing service support online (e.g., through FAQs 
and knowledge bases. 

• Removing steps that add no value to your e-customer. 
• Removing control points that are no longer required as a result of integrating 

quality customer information deeper into business process. 
• Web-based technologies that are integrated to achieve shared access to central 

databases, expert systems, decision-support tools, and automated audit and 
tracking processes. 

• Decreased number of parties involved in a process through simplification of 
processes. Indeed, there is the opportunity to greatly simplify many business 
processes as a result of the integration of Web-based technologies. Many 
businesses have become far more complex than they need to be to effectively 
facilitate e-customer actions. 

• The grouping of tasks around areas of specialization. This can be particularly 
important in the company's management of its online presence—a centralized 
management function may be required to give that presence the necessary level of 
commitment and focus. 

• Expert service staff to deal with "cases" from end to end rather than being part of 
an "assembly line" of component tasks. 

Troubleshooting 
You can avoid the pain others have endured! My aim here is not to restate what I have 
already stated, but to provide a little additional insight by highlighting some of the things 
businesses, sometimes unwittingly, get wrong. 

Set up and development 

"No-brainer" modifications 

We discussed the set up of the integrated project team at the beginning of the chapter. 
The team should be structured in a way that minimizes the number of people who have to 
be involved in each decision. A classic blunder that you can avoid is taking, what I call, 
"no-brainer" modifications through a committee. 

No-brainer modifications are the things that obviously have to be changed as a result of 
customer, or internal, testing—they're the little things that we can change so simply, as 
seen in the practical example given in Chapter 3 where the Wired team simply changed 
the order in which links were presented down the left-hand side of their News page to 
remove confusion over which links referred to stocks and which didn't. Surely, these no-
brainer modifications don't have to be subjected to the same rigor as modifications that 
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need discussion and clarification? I say, "just do it" and leave the other changes open to 
discussion. 

Losing sight of e-customers 

Sometimes a disconnection occurs between customer advocacy and project strategy. 
Strategy needs to be clearly expressed in terms of what the company will do for e-
customers and it is up to the strategic visionary and customer advocate to make sure this 
happens. Customer requirements need to be translated into a language the company 
understands and that captures what customers need to be able to do. 

Vision is, so often, expressed entirely from the company's perspective, and this is the 
beginning of a slippery slope for companies seeking to be customer-effective. 

Specialists 

It is important to appoint specialists early on in the project, people who can help manage 
and execute the content process, business process design, and the various facets of 
internal testing, for example. Identifying resource early on will make sure necessary tasks 
get under way sooner, rather than later. It is just too risky to wait and see what resource is 
required; chances are you will just meet a bottleneck later when it becomes apparent that 
critical tasks need to be completed. 

Share methodology 

You must agree on a development methodology with the Web site development company. 
Development processes (by which the development company goes about developing your 
product) shouldn't evolve; they should be planned. If you share a clear methodology, you 
will be able to make sure your respective activities are in synch and fit together logically. 
When activities get out of synch, things start to fall through the cracks and the product 
ends up suffering. Customer-effectiveness requires a great deal of coordination. 

Change management 

Earlier in this chapter we discussed the product specification process and the importance 
of defining the scope of the Web site development company's deliverables. You may like 
to integrate a change management process such as that outlined in Chapter 3, and seen in 
Figure 3-18. The change management process will be required to manage exceptions that 
fall outside the scope of the work that has been agreed on. 

In addition, you must relate the prioritization of modifications (such as those resulting 
from customer testing) to the change control process. The Web site designer will drown if 
you give them a huge list of modifications without clear priorities. 

Reinvention versus testing 
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Testing is not the process by which you go about reviewing and approving Web site 
concepts. Your project methodology should factor in approvals where they are needed. If 
not, you will encounter a whole group of internal testers reporting redesign requirements 
as if they were bugs. The Web site designer then has to try to discern what real fixes are 
required and work out how to politely deal with left-field design requests. 

You need to give testers clear guidance to get usable results, and if they need to be 
involved in design decisions, that should have happened already. 

Content 

As we discussed earlier in this chapter, content is a challenging area. Here are the things 
that people often get wrong: 

• Not clearly establishing the capabilities of the content management system. 
Sometimes a company's content management processes gets designed around a 
system that can't adequately support them. 

• Not cooperating during the development process to manage the design and use of 
templates alongside the process of content generation. Sometimes people end up 
trying to use templates before they are finalized, or end up having to generate 
content and then "backfill" a template, only to find that the content doesn't fit the 
template. 

• Prioritizing content from the company's perspective and not based on what is 
most useful to e-customers. 

• Not recognizing decentralized content ownership and not providing resource 
(dedicated as required) for sourcing, writing, and editing. Some content owners, 
are not budding Web writers and will not feel comfortable creating or editing 
content. Cooperation is required across the company to complete the whole 
content task. 

• Companies not identifying and specifying content that should be created by other 
parties (such as interface content or other third party content). 

• Trying to add search criteria after content has been populated to the site. 
• Expecting the development company to complete information design without any 

information on intended content. 
• Assuming existing marketing material can just be reorganized to fit a Web page. 

You'll be able to use bits and pieces, but, generally, you'll either be reshaping 
what you have, or starting from scratch. 

• Not establishing clear styles for Web writing. What framework will be used 
generically and within particular content areas? Inconsistency in style and 
approach results when styles are not established. 

• Not including hypertext in Web writing. The resultant content is link-less and 
one-dimensional—which is great for a brochure, but not for a Web site. 

• Providing content that hasn't been legally approved. 
• Interface content being written as distinct from e-customer processes and without 

thought for supporting business processes. Too often, interface content is a 
facilitator of visual design and not the e-customer experience. 



• The Web site designer is often not close enough to the company's content 
schedule and is unable to take a disciplined approach to modifying and updating 
Web site concepts and the related site map. 

• Providing content without use of a numbering system to identify particular 
content components, their associated templates, and their ultimate destination 
once populated to the Web site. 

• Not reviewing content after it has been populated to the Web site. Things don't 
always end up where they should. The site must receive a thorough review 
(including every page and every link) before it is deemed suitable for public 
consumption. 

• Testing prototypes with no content in them. 

Business process improvement 

• Starting business process endeavors too late so they are not integrated with 
development. The Web site ends up poorly facilitating e-customer processes and 
poorly fitting business processes. 

• Not establishing the rules related to certain products and their purchase. 
Sometimes, important product information ends up getting crammed into the 
product order process at the last minute, or left out altogether. 

• Not integrating the campaign and product marketing process with Web site 
strategy and concepts forcing product and market managers to "do their own 
thing" (creating their own Web sites) on the Web. This leads to proliferation in 
customer interfaces and the risk of uncoordinated customer communications 
leading to e-customer confusion and frustration. 

• Transferring product and brand proliferation, and undue product and process 
complexity, to the Web. Why not simplify! 

• Not focusing on the business processes that will most directly affect the e-
customer's online service experience. 

• Not addressing the component processes where interface processes and business 
processes come together (at a micro-level). 

• Not defining the required interface process outputs in enough detail so they can be 
fitted to business processes (and valuable e-customer requests and data end up 
getting lost!). 

• Not creating an audit trail of e-customer requests through to their resolution, 
making performance measurement impossible. 

Webmarketing 

• Not identifying how current marketing activities and relationships relate to 
information design. A campaign, or sponsorship initiative, comes along and you 
can't find anywhere to include, or highlight it, in on your Web site. 

• Not checking in with customers before praising your Web site characteristics and 
promoting its capabilities. You will heighten customer frustration if you send 
customers to your Web site, and it doesn't help them do what they want. 



In the next chapter we will look more closely at characteristics of customer-effective 
Web sites and how Web site development companies, supported by businesses, can create 
more customer-effective Web sites. 

Chapter 6. A Customer-Effective 
Design Approach and Process 
E-customer actions are the context for customer-effective design. 

If we all start with what we know e-customers need, and want, to do, and learn how to 
make that happen effectively online, we can't go wrong. It's that simple. 

The structure of this book inherently reflects a customer-effective approach to developing 
e-services. First, you start by talking with your e-customer; second, you describe what e-
services need to deliver to the e-customer, and third; you go about doing the actual design 
and development of those services. You don't start with design; you start with the 
customer. 

Keeping a focus on your e-customers, from the first time you talk with them, through to 
the completion and delivery of your finished product, is a challenge. Oftentimes, 
businesses start out with the best of intentions and end up delivering something that is a 
far cry from what e-customers need and expect. 

There are many reasons why disconnection occurs between e-customers and businesses. 
One reason is a lack of customer-effective design. While big strides have been taken 
toward use of the Web as a service medium, there is still a long way to go before Web 
design produces an interface that enables customer-effective e-services. 

This chapter explores how to use e-customer actions as a basis for customer-effective 
design. It is exploratory, rather than directive; i.e. it will give you ideas, rather than 
instructions. This chapter will, hopefully, give you a new way to look at, and approach, 
Web design by seeing it as a means to seamlessly facilitate customer processes. 

A Customer-Effective Design Approach 
Customer-effective design is inherently contextual; it is based on an understanding of, 
and response to, an e-customer's context. The e-customer's context is the story behind 
why they are on your Web site, how they came to be there, what they're trying to do there 
and why, and what they're likely to do as a result of being there. 

We have touched on the importance of understanding an e-customer's context throughout 
this book. We have seen e-customer actions as the root of requirement definition, product 
specification, testing, and process improvement. We will now turn our full focus on the 
idea of "contextual design," as it relates to the design of customer-effective Web sites. 
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Applying Contextual Design 

Contextual design is a concept that has grown out of developing software systems for 
businesses; systems that allow businesses to work better. In their book Contextual Design 
Beyer and Holtzblatt describe a methodology for finding out how employees work and 
designing and developing a system that facilitates, and improves, the process of work.[1] 

[1] Contextual Design: Defining Customer-Centered Systems by Hugh Beyer and Karen 
Holtzblatt. Copyright ©1998, Morgan Kaufmann Publishers, Inc. 

While e-customers are external to a company, they still seek to do "work" as e-customers. 
An online service channel, or Web sites that offer online services, are an important part 
of e-customers' work; the things they need to get done to choose, use, maintain and 
disengage from products and services. 

We can learn a lot by applying some of the basic ideas of contextual design to the design 
of customer-effective Web sites. For a start, we can better orient the design process to 
what e-customers need to do when visiting our Web sites. 

Many good books (such as David Siegel's, Secrets of Successful Web Sites and Creating 
Killer Web Sites have been written on Web design, and many of them are based on the 
fundamental belief that good design starts with understanding your e-customer. I do not 
want to duplicate discussion of good Web design; I want to explore how the application 
of contextual design ideas can result in more customer-effective Web design. 

Too often, Web site design revolves around categorizing information (and not necessarily 
the information required by the customer to perform certain tasks) and finding a way to 
meaningfully present that information, intuitively, in an interface. Designers and 
developers have come a long way in developing systems that create good interactive 
experiences for customers. Problems arise, however, because those systems are often 
developed without explicit recognition of customer processes; they do not effectively 
allow customers to do what they need to do. 

Beyer and Holtzblatt introduce the idea of designing the process flow of a system around 
the work that (internal) customers need to do, not unlike the approach to business process 
improvement I introduced in Chapter 5. The system is designed around functions, within 
areas of focus, that allow users to do their work. 

Designing the system around customers' work meets the design challenge of keeping the 
system coherent because the system enables work that is, in itself, coherent. Users can 
employ the system to seamlessly perform activities. 

Beyer and Hotlzblatt provide an explanation of the coherence systems can provide when 
enabling customers to do their work, as follows: 
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Coherence isn't just about consistency of the user interface—a coherent system keeps the 
user's work orderly and natural. 

When a presentation tool won't let users change slide notes and slide contents at the same 
time, making them jump back and forth between views, it breaks up the work. When a 
word processor provides three successive dialogue boxes to choose a bullet, it turns a 
minor function into a whole task, complicating the work. 

When an e-mail system lets users search the address book by providing a simple text 
entry field that filters the address book names but uses a separate query window to search 
the "sent mail" folder, it provides inconsistent structures for doing similar work. 

When the system model is coherent, it keeps the user's work coherent; when it fragments, 
it's the user's work that is disrupted. 

Just as employees' work gets disrupted by systems that don't properly support their work, 
so the work of e-customers get disrupted by Web sites that don't naturally facilitate the 
processes they need, or want, to complete as e-customers. 

To provide the type of coherence that Beyer and Holtzblatt refer to, Web sites (their 
information and interface design) need to be designed around a lot more than organizing 
and relating information. Web sites must be designed around the e-customer activities 
they are there to support. 

Web sites can be designed around e-customer activities by identifying e-customer tasks 
and processes; we might call these "customer scenarios" or "themes" relating to what e-
customers need, and want, to do. These themes are like a conversation or a dialogue 
about what the customer is doing, common threads related to activities or tasks. We can 
then establish structures around those "scenarios" or "themes" to create the kind of 
coherent system to which Beyer and Holtzblatt refer. 

These scenarios exist on a macro and a micro level. At the beginning of the design 
process, designers and developers can establish a direction for the system by identifying 
the core customer tasks the Web site must support. Then as design becomes more refined, 
customer scenarios can be fleshed out by adding the component tasks associated with 
themes of activity. 

In the book Scenario-Based Design, edited by John M. Carroll, the essay on narrowing 
the specification-implementation gap talks in detail about scenario as a basis for design. 
The importance of scenarios, from a macro to a micro level, is touched on as follows: 

Our approach encourages designers to first address the core tasks of the problem domain, 
to focus attention on what the system will support, and then to turn to how it will do this, 
and develop a user interface for these tasks. [2] 
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[2] Scenario-Based Design, John M. Carroll and Mary Beth Rosson, eds. Copyright ©1995. Reprinted 
by permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

By starting with what e-customers need to do, we get a better sense of how our Web sites, 
as coherent systems that facilitate e-customer activities, need to be designed. Web sites 
can be conceptualized around what e-customers need to do and offer the requisite 
functionality through an interface that seamlessly leads e-customers through the 
completion of the activities they choose to complete. 

An Example 

So what is involved in starting with e-customer activities as a basis for the design of Web 
sites? What sort of discussion does this approach generate among designers? 

To help us better understand a contextual design approach, we will use Amazon.com as a 
framework for discussion to illustrate a way of thinking about customer-effective Web 
site design. We'll identify some potential e-customer themes that could apply to 
Amazon.com and the design considerations that arise when exploring Amazon.com in 
relation to those themes. 

Amazon.com has become part of the folklore of how real, ordinary people have gone 
about adopting the Internet into their everyday lives. It has set a shining example in so 
many ways, and in relation to its dedication to customer service, in particular. Therefore, 
Amazon.com provides a credible and well-known frame of reference for discussing 
contextual design. 

Amazon is constantly improving its site, and even while writing this example, the site has 
changed. And it's likely that it has changed many times since then. That doesn't matter. 
This example will provide some useful triggers for thinking about customer-effective 
design, and the Amazon.com site, as it is captured in a moment of time, is simply the 
framework within which we have our discussion. 

1.. Potential E-Customer Themes 

While carrying out many one-on-one interviews and focus groups, Amazon.com has 
come up as a basis for discussion in relation to what people do on the Internet, and what 
they find easy, and what they don't. This, plus the fact that I've been an e-customer of 
Amazon for as long as I can remember, has formed the basis of some potential e-
customer themes. These themes are common activities, or processes, that e-customers 
want to complete when they visit Amazon.com, as listed in Figure 6-1. 

Figure 6-1. Specific e-customer themes we can use to consider the 
contextual design process. 
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Of course, I'm not saying these themes are definitive, but they do form a useful basis for 
discussion. We will explore each theme in turn and see what considerations would arise 
from applying a contextual design approach. 

In addition to the specific types of activities e-customers may wish to complete on 
Amazon.com, there are other generic activities all e-customers wish to perform in relation 
to Web sites in general. 

Referring back to our discussion of "Five Doing Areas" in Chapter 2, we can summarize 
these generic e-customer themes in Figure 6-2. 

Figure 6-2. Generic e-customer themes. 

 

 
 

2.. Contextual Design Considerations 

As mentioned earlier in this book, e-customers take things on balance, before deciding 
how much use a Web site is to them. Therefore, looking at each theme in turn is a little 
artificial, since we would take them all on balance. However, looking at each theme in 
turn does provide a more meaningful discussion of contextual design principles. We'll 
take it as read that contextual designers would take all design considerations on balance. 
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Note also that Amazon.com has become much more than a bookstore. Although I have 
used a book as the subject within the e-customer themes, the item could well be 
something other than a book. 

1.. Find a book I know I want 

The search function is the key facilitator for customers finding the book they know they 
want. Say customers know the title of the book and the author, they can go straight to 
"Book Search," enter the title and author, and find the book. (We saw an abstraction of 
Amazon's basic search "system" in Figure 3-5.) 

Now, let's consider how easy it is for e-customers to find the book they know they want. 
On receiving the Amazon welcome page, they can either carry out a quick search, right 
there and then, or they can go to the appropriate store (in this case "Books") and do a full 
search. 

The quick search is right there on entry to the Amazon.com site and allows one-
dimensional searching against any of the sites stores (in this case "Books") as shown in 
Figure 6-3. 

In most cases this quick search would suffice; however, e-customers may find that 
sometimes they're more likely to find exactly what they're looking for by using the full 
search, particularly when looking for more complex items such as classical music, where 
they may know the composer's work but not who has performed it. 

If the quick search can return what they're looking for, it's only one click away. However, 
if they use the full search function, they have to go to the book store, select "Book 
Search" and then enter the details of what they want—at least three clicks away. 

Figure 6-3. The quick search function available on Amazon.com's welcome 
page. 

 

 

Would it be useful to be able to do a full search straight from the welcome page? And 
what effect would this have on information design? It may not be practical to offer full 
search at the highest level, and the distance of a couple of clicks may be inconsequential 
to e-customers anyway? 
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Now, finding books is also subject to their being available—and this is something that 
Amazon.com needs to help customers understand and manage. The book they know they 
want, which they have found through the search function, may, or may not, be available. 

The world of publishing is prone to fits and starts—books get published in lots, and quite 
often, demand exceeds supply. That leaves the poor book readers pulling out their hair. 
There aren't any more copies of a particular book, and, quite possibly, the publisher may 
not be communicating whether it even intends to publish more copies. 

On Amazon.com, e-customers may find out-of-print, and unavailable, books. 

Amazon.com invites e-customers to order out-of-print books, and this can be done using 
the usual order process. From there, Amazon.com gets in touch with its network to find a 
second-hand copy of the book an e-customer desires. Once Amazon.com has located the 
second-hand copy, it e-mails the e-customer with the price and embeds a Web address 
they can click onto to directly confirm their order of that particular second-hand copy. 

By the time Amazon.com goes away to purchase the second-hand copy, it could have, 
unfortunately, been sold already. This is disappointing for the would-be book buyer, but 
Amazon will keep trying until it has purchased a second hand copy. It's a service that 
saves e-customers a lot of time and effort scouting around second-hand bookstores or 
specialty Web sites (such as they exist). 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider whether e-customers might like to 
be able to keep an eye on progress of a second-hand order. Or if they only need an update 
each time Amazon.com locates a second-hand copy. 

Now, if the book is unavailable, as opposed to out of print, Amazon.com may not have 
information from the publisher and can only recommend that e-customers "Occasionally 
Check this Page to See if It's Been Reprinted". 

When faced with availability glitches, an e-customer, relatively familiar with 
Amazon.com may search zShops (zShops "offer hundreds of thousands of new, used, and 
hard-to-find products from specialty retailers, small businesses, and individuals.") and 
Auctions, just in case those stores are carrying the book that is unavailable or out of print. 

E-customers can also use Amazon.com's "zShop alerts" service where Amazon keep a 
vigilant eye out for items they have identified in a zShop search. The zShop alert service 
is shown in Figure 6-4. 

Figure 6-4. Amazon.com's zShops alert provides an avenue for finding 
unavailable books. 
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As a contextual designer you would need to consider how the zShops alert service fits 
with the customer's goal of finding a book that happens to be unavailable and think about 
if, and how, it should be presented in that context. 

In addition, you would need to consider what other actions you can create for e-
customers; so they can be actively involved in finding the book they know they want. 

For example, you could consider introducing functionality that automatically searches the 
Auctions and zShops stores for the unavailable book e-customers are trying to find. 
Maybe you could consider automating a sitewide search for the unavailable book and 
flick the e-customer straight to the store it is found in (if it is found). 

You could also consider e-mailing e-customers when the book is republished. You could 
even facilitate e-mails from e-customers to publishers telling the publisher to "Please 
Reprint this Book!". And, taking this even further, extranet functionality could allow 
publishers to provide more information on likely reprint dates or give publishers the 
ability to take over the burden of advising e-customers of a book's availability. 

As a contextual designer you have the opportunity to look at how industry problems and 
issues can be turned into an opportunity for offering customer-effective e-services on 
your Web site. How can the Web be used to reengineer industry dynamics that create 
customer problems? (Refer back to our discussion of key decisions you will have to make 
and "The New Industry" in Chapter 4.) 
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2.. Buy a book I want 

Of course, search is central to e-customers finding the book they want to buy, before they 
buy it, and the search function has been discussed above. 

Having then found the book they want, e-customers go about ordering it. 

Amazon.com offers a longer version of ordering as well as a shortcut, "1-click," order 
process. Amazon.com's longer order process is as follows: 

1. Order from a product page (i.e., "Proceed to Checkout"—having been given all 
the facts needed to buy). 

2. E-customers sign in by identifying themselves as a new user or returning e-
customer. 

3. Enter a shipping address. 
4. Confirm selected items (this is the first time e-customers get feedback on what 

they selected from the previous product page). 
5. Select a shipping method. 
6. Provide payment details (select credit card, or pay be check). 
7. Choose a billing address (defaults address previously provided under shipping 

address, Step 3, with the ability to "Use This Address"). 
8. "Confirm Your Order—the Last Step!" Here e-customers get to confirm all of the 

information they've provided along with final confirmation of the items they have 
selected. 

9. Order confirmation screen. 

There is a lot of debate over where the entry of personal information should come in an 
online order process. There is a trade off between creating efficiency by identifying, and 
defaulting information related to, known e-customers and letting e-customers get through 
an order process without having to identify themselves. (We will explore this further in 
our discussion of shopping metaphors in Chapter 7.) 

Amazon.com puts the request for personal information early in the order process, before 
confirmation of order details (i.e., e-customers are required to provide personal 
information before getting feedback on what they have ordered.) Some people feel that 
early request for personal information, or "Registration," is invasive and unnecessary and 
that it should come at the end of the process (i.e., the provision of personal information 
should not act as a barrier to purchase). 

There are also different views on the optimal length (i.e., number of screens) of the order 
process. There is a trade off between taking the e-customer through the order process step 
by step and consolidating the number of screens required to complete the process. 

By contrast, one-click ordering is very short—select "Buy Now with 1-Click" from a 
Product page and instantly receive a confirmation message! With 1-click ordering 
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Amazon.com provides an interface, and after-sales process, that effectively facilitates e-
customer ordering. 

To further explore the design considerations that come along with an order process, let's 
use the steps of my previously recommended order process (see Figure 5-11) as headings 
and explore the Amazon.com order process in relation to the following headings: 

1. Order straight from the product page (having been given all the facts needed to 
buy). 

2. Configure/set choices to specify the detail required to purchase the product. 
3. Confirm order details. 
4. Gather personal information required (or default already-held information). 
5. Advise the order is complete, how the e-customer can follow up, and what will 

happen next. 

1.. Order straight from the product page 

E-customers can buy with one click straight from the page on the book that they want, or 
they can add it to their shopping cart and then activate 1-click ordering from there. 
Whichever route they choose they are never left wondering how they go about getting 
what they want. The invitation to buy sits right up front on the product page and is shown 
in Figure 6-5. 

2.. Configure/set choices 

In the case of the Amazon.com order process, products don't need to be configured—a 
book is a book is a book. On other Web sites, less tangible products do, however, require 
configuration (or selection of product options) before they can be purchased. 

Figure 6-5. Amazon.com's prompt to buy. 

 

 
 

3.. Confirm order details 
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Once e-customers have selected "Buy Now With 1-Click," to buy the book "Scenario-
Based Design," for example, they receive a confirmation screen as shown in Figure 6-6. 

Figure 6-6. Amazon's 1-click order confirmation. 

 

 

Details on the 1-click order are retrieved by selecting "Review or Change Your 1-Click 
Orders," which returns comprehensive details shown in Figure 6-7. 

This detailed confirmation screen clearly states what has been ordered, the order number, 
the price, the fact that any other relevant orders will be grouped with this one, and the 
delivery timeframe. 

Figure 6-7. Amazon.com's confirmation details. 
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At this point e-customers may decide to cancel their order, in which case they would need 
to change the quantities on the confirmation screen to zero, or go into "Your Account," 
"View Your Order History," select their most recent, unshipped, order, and cancel it. 

Amazon's confirmation e-mail also provides useful information on how to cancel 
unshipped orders, as follows: 

Please note that you can view the status of your account, examine your orders, cancel 
unshipped orders, change your e-mail address or password, or update your subscriptions 
to our Personal Notification Services at any time through the "Your Account" link on the 
navigation bar. 

http://www.amazon.com/your-account 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider what is required to provide the e-
customer with an appropriate level of comfort throughout, and after, the order process, 
and visibility of, and access to, product cancellation is an important part of this. E-mail 
content is a good way to confirm cancellation details after an order has been received. 

Amazon.com helps reassure new e-customers by providing feedback on order details 
during the order process. E-customers are also frequently advised that they can delete the 
order by changing the requested quantity to zero. At the end of the process, e-customers 
are presented with a screen entitled "Review and Submit Your Order—the last step!" 



This last screen clearly gives e-customers the task of reviewing all data accumulated 
during the order before confirming their order with the "Place Your Order" button. 

Making this "Review and Submit" exercise so deliberate and clear reassures e-customers 
that they are getting what they want, the way they want, and gives them a definite last 
chance to cancel the order if they need to. 

As a contextual designer you need to craft an order process that proves the 
trustworthiness of the order process to new e-customers. You need to consider how you 
can make an order process singular and consistent; any little quirks can throw a new e-
customer off balance. 

4.. Gather personal information required (or default already-held 
information). 

In the case of 1-click ordering, the personal information that has been captured, or set up, 
by e-customers, in their 1-click settings is defaulted to the order process. E-customers 
don't have to tell Amazon.com anything about themselves, and only need to confirm their 
1-click order. 

Of course, the first time around, if e-customers haven't yet set up 1-click ordering, they 
are required to register during the order process, and as previously discussed, this comes 
at the beginning of the order process. 

5.. Advise the order is complete, how the e-customer can follow up, and 
what will happen next. 

In the case of 1-click ordering, Amazon.com provides, confirmation that the order has 
been received and is being processed along with confirmation of the order, as seen above 
in Figures 6-6 and 6-7. 

In the case of the longer order process, Amazon.com provides confirmation that the order 
has been completed successfully at the end of the process, having already confirmed 
order details. 

In addition, Amazon.com's use of e-mail extends the order process from the interface 
process. This allows Amazon.com to go the extra mile in providing e-customers with 
information about their order and assurance that everything is happening according to 
plan. 

A confirmation e-mail is automatically generated as soon as Amazon.com has received 
an order via the Web site. This confirmation e-mail gives e-customers: 

1. Instructions on how to get in touch with Amazon.com if they have a query (by e-
mail and phone). 

2. Confirmation of their personal details associated with the order. 
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3. Details of the ordered item: title, component prices, the total price and availability. 
4. Instructions on how to view the status of their account, to review or cancel their 

order, or make changes to their personal details. A Web address is also provided 
so that e-customers can click straight through to that part of the Web site and 
make any necessary changes. 

And then, once the e-customer's order has been shipped they receive another e-mail 
comprising: 

1. Advice that their items have been shipped and their order completed. 
2. A summary of the items shipped. 
3. Confirmation of the shipping address. 
4. A tracking number and a Web address that they can click on to go straight to 

tracking on Amazon.com's "Help" page. 
5. Instructions on how to get in touch if you have a query (by e-mail, phone, and 

fax). 

Many online order processes generate automated e-mail responses that confirm the basic 
details of an order. Amazon goes one step further than most by providing information on 
when ordered items have been shipped, and are, therefore, likely to arrive. Keeping e-
customers in the loop, after the online order has been placed, is a good way to build trust 
and also to reduce the "noise" created by people ringing up to find out where their order 
is. 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider how far you can extend online 
processes, such as the order process, through the use of e-mail. 

3.. Browse books I might be interested in 

Amazon.com facilitates browsing and makes recommendations, as independent pursuits, 
but also uses recommendations as a key lever in facilitating browsing. However, should 
one pursuit suffer at the hand of the other, there would be a problem independently 
facilitating these e-customer themes and, therefore, meeting the basic requirements of a 
contextual design approach. 

Amazon recognizes the importance of browsing on its Web site and it provides e-
customers with plenty of useful levers to browse items that might interest them, and it 
does that throughout its site. Amazon.com successfully uses interesting "hooks" relevant 
to its products and online experience. As a contextual designer you will need to consider 
the appropriate emphasis given to browsing, and what levers are most relevant and useful 
to your e-customers. 

Amazon.com's basic navigation system facilitates and encourages browsing. On coming 
to Amazon.com, e-customers are met by text greeting them by name (through the use of a 
cookie), advises them "We have recommendations for you," and provides links to 
"Recommendations home" and the recommendations pages within each store. 



Amazon.com also provides a "Quick picks" menu on the welcome page that summarizes 
an e-customer's top few personal recommendations. 

The invitation to check out personal recommendations is then carried through to each 
store's welcome page at the next level of drilldown, allowing customers to browse items 
of interest at a store level. In addition, the lower navigation bar at the top of the page 
explicitly invites browsing within each store "Browse Subjects" in books, "Browse 
Styles" in music, "Browse Genres" in video, "Browse Categories" in electronics and 
software, and so on. 

To further encourage browsing, Amazon.com's store-specific navigation bar is structured 
around content areas people are interested in browsing. The book store navigation bar 
allows e-customers to browse bestsellers, award winners, and books in the media as 
shown in Figure 6-8. 

Figure 6-8. Amazon.com facilitates browsing in its bookstore. 

 

 

Similarly, the content on each store's welcome page consistently provides a short-cut 
menu to browsing in that store, highlights, and something akin to a "What's Hot" for that 
particular store, such as "Amazon.com 100 Hot Books, Updated Hourly" in the book 
store. 

Other content—such as Amazon.com's "Essentials," "Celebrity Picks", "Our Current 
Favorites," "Get started in… [a particular music style]", and "Mood Matcher" (in 
music)—provides useful levers for browsing. 

Amazon.com's music and DVD/video essentials are shown in Figure 6-9. 

This type of content (from the Amazon.com welcome page down) allows e-customers to 
start (and continue) their browsing without having to work through the navigation system 
(i.e., they can move around laterally, rather than up and down). 

Figure 6-9. Browsing "Essentials" on Amazon.com. 
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As a contextual designer, you will need to consider what browsing triggers are explicit in 
the navigation, and what are simply provided as content. Triggers, or hooks, provided as 
content place more onus on the e-customer. Of course, the e-customer wants to do things 
other than browse, and there is a balance to be struck when choosing between the use of 
navigation and content. 

Amazon.com provides a high-level and centralized part of the site for recommendations. 
These are linked to and from hypertext on the welcome page, as shown in Figure 6-10. 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider the relative roles of content and the 
navigation system in directing e-customers to areas of interest. There are always trade 
offs because you can't give the same visibility to everything. How important parts of the 
site, such as "Recommendations Home," are found by e-cus tomers is a key decision 
when designing a site's navigation and templates for the presentation of content. 

Figure 6-10. Access to recommendations home is provided through 
hypertext. 
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As a contextual designer you will also need to consider an e-customer's need for external 
browsing, as well as internal browsing. Will you provide external as well as internal links, 
and if so, what sorts of links and in what context? 

There is always a delicate balance to strike when providing external links. You want to 
add value to e-customers' experiences, but you don't want them to take off into the Web 
and never come back to your site. Amazon.com is pretty modest in its provision of 
external links. A search across "All Products," for example, will result in a link to results 
generated from searching for the keyword on the Web. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider the degree of external orientation, 
and external links, required to meet e-customers' needs. If we decided that "Use Amazon 
as a key part of my research project," was an important e-customer theme, then more 
external orientation may be required. However, it is not a direct facilitator of the theme to 
browse and get recommendations on books, and therefore not a priority in relation to 
those themes. 

4.. Get recommendations on books that might interest me 

Amazon.com's recommendations can be passively supplied online, as per its "Essentials" 
seen in Figure 6-9, and by e-mail, as with its "Amazon.com Delivers" service, or they can 
be actively personalized by Amazon.com and e-customers online and by e-mail. 

Amazon.com learns from all of its e-customers' purchase behavior to make 
recommendations to e-customers. On the item product page, Amazon.com advises e-
customers that "Customers Who Bought This Title Also Bought [recommended titles]" 
And on the order page Amazon.com advises e-customers that "Customers Who Bought 
The Items In Your Shopping Cart Also Bought [recommended titles]." Amazon.com also 
encourages e-customers to generate content that helps other e-customers, in the form of e-
customer reviews. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider how interrelated e-customer 
activities should be, and how e-customers can help and support one another. Should e-
customers be able to generate, and/or discuss, site content, for example? The interrelation 
of e-customer activities can be implicit, as seen in Amazon.com's purchase-generated 
recommendations, and explicit, as seen in Amazon.com's customer reviews. 

As a contextual designer, you would need to decide how explicitly e-customer activities 
can, and should, be interrelated. 

E-customer-generated reviews provide content that the site would not have otherwise had 
and that e-customers need to assist them in their purchase decisions. Of course, those 
reviews need to be useful, and Amazon.com encourages usefulness by allowing e-
customers to rate reviews. These usefulness ratings are then represented as badges with a 
number of stripes corresponding to the usefulness of the review provided. Amazon.com 
also invites reviewers to set up member pages, giving reviewers a persona around their 
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reviews and allowing potential buyers to check out other reviews posted by the same 
reviewer. 

Once you have decided whether e-customers can generate content, you also have to 
decide whether that content will be subject to mediation. Amazon.com examines reviews 
before they are posted to the site and states that "Comments That Are Not Specific to the 
Item's Content May Not Be Posted on Our Site". Amazon.com also gives e-customers an 
e-mail mechanism to complain about comments provided by reviewers, should the e-
customer find the comments offensive. 

As a contextual designer, you may find other ways that e-customers could help and 
support one another. For example, could reviewers and potential buyers discuss a 
particular review online? And could potential sellers discuss sale items with potential 
buyers in relation to auctions or any other similar transactions facilitated? 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider how explicit the community aspects of 
the site should be as well as who should be part of that community (i.e., are only e-
customers involved or are other suppliers, such as publishers, involved as well)? 

If bulletin boards and threaded discussions are used around certain topics, for example, 
you should consider how these can be related to other parts of the site. Could reviews 
themselves be discussed, and those discussions be linked to reviews, to help e-customers 
make a purchase? In what other ways could member pages also be leveraged to help 
provide e-customers with recommendations? 

As well as leveraging e-customer content, Amazon.com also explicitly provides 
personalized recommendations. These "Instant Recommendations" are personalized on 
the basis of an e-customer's purchase history and/or that of all other Amazon.com e-
customers. 

Instant recommendations are also based on refinements that e-customers make to their 
"Instant Recommendations." An e-customer's personal recommendations update every 
time they make a purchase, or refine their recommendations. E-customers refine their 
recommendations by rating past purchases. The invitation to rate past purchases is shown 
in Figure 6-11. 

Figure 6-11. E-customers rate purchased items to refine their personal 
recommendations. 
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As a contextual designer you would need to decide how central personalized 
recommendations are to an e-customer's online experience and, therefore, how they 
should be accessed and how they should be presented in the context of other Web site 
content. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider how well, and how intuitively, the 
rating mechanism function reflects the different actions customers want to take in 
refining their recommendations (i.e,. how well does each piece of functionality relate to 
each intended action?). There may be other actions e-customers want to take to refine 
their recommendations. You would need to consider what these might be and what 
functions and structures would support them. For example, would e-customers want to 
arbitrarily add an item they really like so that recommendations for related items could be 
generated? 

And you would need to consider how to recognize the fact that e-customers may already 
own some items recommended by the Web site, and find a way for the e-customer to 
factor this in. 

On Amazon.com, e-customers are invited to "Advise" Amazon that they own a title by 
rating it. Amazon.com provides the following explanation: 

How can I tell you that I already own a title you recommended? 

Go to any recommendation product page and click on the "Rate These Items" link. This 
will take you to a page where you can rate titles that you own. This will both remove that 
title from your recommendations list and help generate new recommendations for you. 

This combines the actions of rating a recommended product and advising that it is already 
owned. This may, or may not, be intuitive to e-customers. 

A key consideration of offering recommendations on any Web site is the extent to which 
the site remembers e-customer information and activities. Amazon.com's 
recommendations are based on remembering purchases and the refinements (ratings) that 
e-customers attach to them. 



Amazon.com does well by basing its recommendations on what it knows about an e-
customer (rather than what it doesn't know) and by visibly using the information e-
customers give to refine Amazon's recommendations. If e-customers make another 
purchase or rate an item they've purchased, their recommendations automatically update. 
This is important if we recall our previous customer directives: number. 8, "Be careful 
second guessing my needs," and number 4, "Use what I give you." 

Now, this raises another interesting design consideration—how far does the site's 
memory extend? Is it applied to generate online personal recommendations only? Could 
e-customers benefit more directly from collective e-customer ratings by being able to 
view how items were rated, perhaps on average, by other e-customers? And could the 
site's memory also be applied to e-mail recommendations? 

Amazon.com offers a subscription service called "Amazon.com Delivers." This service 
allows e-customers to select topics related to each store and receive e-mail from site 
editors on "hot," and interesting, items related to those topics. These e-mails contain 
generic (and not personalized) recommendations (i.e., Amazon.com does not apply what 
e-customers have when e-mailing recommendations—apart from the topics they know 
about e-customers checked against the Amazon.com delivers service). Does that matter? 
Maybe, and maybe not. It depends on the expectations of e-customers and what they find 
most useful. 

Amazon.com also offers a service called "Eyes," which allows e-customers to nominate 
authors or topics that interest them, so that when a new book is published, they are 
informed by e-mail. This provides yet another trigger for e-customers to go and browse a 
new item, and it is a good way to bring them back online, if they haven't visited the site 
for a while. 

Accessing recommendations 

The "Amazon.com delivers" and "Eyes" services are mentioned in relevant contexts; 
"Amazon.com Delivers" information is generated along with recommendations, and 
"Eyes" information is generated along with some search results. This contextual 
placement of information is good because it puts the content where it is directly related to 
what e-customers are trying to do and, therefore, where it is most meaningful to the e-
customer. 

The "Amazon.com Delivers" information is shown in Figure 6-12. 

Figure 6-12. Contextual "Amazon.com Delivers" information. 
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"Eyes" information is generated as a result of a search. The excerpt in Figure 6-13 was 
generated as a result of searching against the topic of "Web design." 

Clicking on "Sign Up" takes e-customers straight to the "Eyes" registration screen, which 
explains the "Eyes" service and defaults the topic of "Web design." Then all they have to 
do is select "Sign Up" and they're done. 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider how relevant content gets generated in 
response to e-customer actions, such as the contextual provision of "Amazon.com 
Delivers" and "Eyes" information. This consideration will be tied in with content 
planning and page template design. (See the discussion of content management in 
Chapter 5). 

Figure 6-13. Contextual "Eyes" information. 

 

 

Now, on entry to a Web site, e-customers try to work out exactly what your Web site 
allows them to do. Therefore, the welcome page is important in making e-services visible. 
On Amazon.com's welcome page, services such as "Eyes" and "Amazon.com Delivers" 
are grouped under a generic description of "Special Features" as shown in Figure 6-14. 

Explanation of the "Amazon.com Delivers" and "Eyes" services are actually contained 
under "your account", which is seen at the top right hand corner of every page. Then, that 
explanation is found after responding to the invitation to "view or change your 
subscriptions". 

Figure 6-14. Mention of Amazon.com's special features on the welcome 
page. 
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There are always trade offs when designing a Web site; you can't give the same visibility 
to everything. How actual services, such as "Amazon.com Delivers" and "Eyes," get 
profiled and are, therefore, found and used, is a key decision when designing a site's 
navigation and templates for the presentation of content. 

To create complete visibility of e-services, some sites have navigation systems explicitly 
structured around services and e-customer activities. Different approaches to the design 
of navigation systems will be explored further under Navigation in Chapter 7. 

5.. Keep a note of books that interest me 

E-customers are encouraged to browse and will, no doubt, find all sorts of goodies that 
interest them, but they may not necessarily buy them right there and then. In fact, some 
items of interest to e-customers may not ever be bought—they may be triggers for finding 
other items that will be browsed and bought later, for example. 

So how do e-customers keep a note of their favorite items? This relates to how the site's 
memory is used on behalf of e-customers and how that is presented. And when deciding 
on the appropriate level of memory the site should exhibit, you should also consider why 
e-customers want to remember an item and how that relates to other activities (or e-
customer themes), such as purchase. 
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Amazon.com allows e-customers to remember items without having to buy them, and this 
is explicitly linked to the purchase process. E-customers select an item for purchase and 
can then select "Save for Later" next to that item in their shopping cart. When e-
customers want to buy the item, they select "Move to Cart," as shown in Figure 6-15. 

Figure 6-15. Amazon.com centralizes the memory of interesting items in the 
shopping cart. 

 

 

Amazon.com also offers a "Wish List" service. This service is centered on keeping a note 
of things e-customers would like so that other friends and family members can buy them; 
making gift-buying easier at times of gift-giving and helping the e-customer receive a gift 
they like. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider what functions adequately facilitate 
this e-customer theme in light of what e-customers are trying to achieve as a result of 
remembering an item. You would probably need to associate specific e-customer 
scenarios with this theme and consider the goals related to each, and then decide how 
each is facilitated in relation to the others. Scenario goals could be: 

• "I want the item, but I'll have to buy it later." 
• "I want someone else to buy me the item." 
• "I want to explore this item more next time I have a chance." 
• "I want to explore items related to this one, when I have a chance." 
• "I want to show these items to someone else who will be interested in them." 

Having identified these component scenarios, you may decide to break this theme up into 
more specific themes, or keep the theme at this high level with its associated scenarios. In 
fact, as a contextual designer, you would associate more detailed customer scenarios with 
every e-customer theme considered here. You would then also consider how the themes, 
overall, should be categorized. We will discuss the categorization of scenarios and 
themes further under "A customer-effective design process" later in this chapter. 

6.. Follow up on a book I want 
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This theme is likely to be tied in with e-customers finding, and buying, the book they 
want. In particular, it is likely to be closely related to issues of availability. 

On Amazon.com, e-customers can make second-hand orders, as we know. E-customers 
are made aware of the status of their order when they receive an e-mail from 
Amazon.com inviting them to authorize a second-hand copy they have located. E-
customers can also check that their out of print order is still current under "Your 
Account" where it can be viewed as an open order; and the e-customer can change any of 
the details relating to that order, such as delivery address. 

If the book is unavailable, and e-customers have had some way of notifying Amazon.com 
of their interest, then they would probably want to keep up with the status of the book's 
availability on an ongoing basis, until it becomes available. This would be a reversal of 
the "Check Back Regularly" invitation Amazon.com makes to e-customers. 

And then, if a book has even been published, e-customers can use Eyes to be notified, by 
e-mail, when the new book comes out in print. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider how important this "follow-up" 
activity is and how much of an identifiable pursuit it needs to be on the Web site. You 
would need to consider whether the e-customer needs more continuous advice on the 
status of different orders. You would want to find out what, if any, e-mail inquiries a 
business gets about the status of orders, and the availability of products, and consider 
how site functionality can be used to displace the need for e-mail correspondence (i.e., let 
e-customers solve their problem online). 

Should e-customers have access to a central area where they manage their interest in 
certain products with different availability characteristics? What affect would this have 
an relationships between themes that might share this type of functionality? 

7.. Send someone a gift 

Amazon.com makes gift-giving easy. This aspect of its site provides a seamless 
experience around the noble pursuit of gift-giving. By providing a central area dedicated 
to gift-giving, Amazon.com is able to tie together all of the goodies on its Web site for 
the benefit of the giver and receiver. 

Not only does Amazon.com give gift-giving higher-level visibility through its navigation 
system, by presenting "Gift Ideas" and "Gift Certificates" in its bottom navigation bar, 
but it also provides a menu of services that drills down to a thorough explanation of each 
of its "Gift Services," as shown in Figure 6-16. 

Figure 6-16. Amazon.com makes its gift services easily accessible. 
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Gift-giving is treated as a primary e-customer activity on Amazon.com. 

Amazon.com gift-giving is the only activity presented within the navigation system. By 
being on the bottom navigation bar, gift-giving is visible only from the welcome page 
because the bottom navigation bar changes out to the store an e-customer chooses on 
entry. 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider the visibility of gift-giving vis-à-vis 
other e-customer activities. You would also need to consider other activities e-customers 
need to perform on Amazon.com and consider the relative level of exposure required. 

In addition, where gift-giving is concerned, you would need to consider the dynamics of 
both gift-giving and gift-receiving to offer useful and relevant services related to this e-
customer theme. Gift-giving involves a giver and receiver, with different characteristics 
and completely different goals. You would need to associate scenarios to this theme that 
take into account the rich context of gift-giving, and then consider the giver's goals 
relative to the receiver's goals and the best way to facilitate both. 

For example, what if the giver and receiver live on opposite sides of the world—how 
does this limit the gifts that can be purchased and sent and how should we advise e-
customers of these limitations? When is it better to send a physical gift, a paper gift 
voucher, or an electronic gift voucher, considering aspects such as recipient location, cost, 
and reliability of delivery? What reassurance can we offer gift givers that their recipients, 



who may not be on the Internet or may be novice Internet users, will be able to 
successfully complete the process of finding what they want and redeem a gift voucher? 
Should senders be able to attach personalized tips and a list of items that they thought the 
recipient might like to their gift order? 

8.. Keep track of a gift I sent 

We know that gifts are normally tied in with special dates, such as birthdays, and, 
therefore, e-customers are likely to want to know whether gifts make it on time and when 
they've been received. 

As a contextual designer you would need to decide what gift givers need to receive by 
way of automated e-mail, or what information and/or functionality they should be able to 
access online, to keep track of gifts they have sent. 

If there is no notification of when a gift certificate has been redeemed and received (i.e., 
receipt of an e-mail or mailed dispatch of a physical gift certificate), gift givers have a 
period of "silence" when they don't know whether their recipient has actually got 
anything from them, or not. 

9. Redeem a gift voucher 

As a contextual designer you would need to consider who will be redeeming a gift 
voucher. We know, for sure, that it's someone other than the e-customer who generated 
the gift voucher. And we also know that gift recipients are likely to be coming to 
Amazon.com expressly to redeem their gift certificates. We need to consider the different 
processes required at both ends of gift-giving; giving, and receiving. 

I recently sent Amazon.com gift vouchers to my two brothers in New Zealand. The elder 
of my younger brothers had no access to the Internet at home or work, and would have 
probably never looked up a Web site before, let alone used one to generate an order! How 
does the process of redeeming gift vouchers need to welcome and guide the fortunate 
recipients of gift vouchers. And how does Amazon.com make the most of the opportunity 
to convert the gift recipient to an e-customer? 

Amazon.com gives immediate visibility to "Gift Certificates" on the Amazon.com 
welcome page. Clicking on this item in the bottom navigation bar will take voucher 
recipients straight to instructions on how to redeem their gift voucher as shown in Figure 
6-17. 

Figure 6-17. "Gift Certificates" is visible on Amazon.com's welcome page. 
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Gift voucher redemption is done via the order process. So long as voucher recipients can 
make their way through the order process, they'll do OK. 

In addition, you will need to decide what identifier the gift will be tracked against so that 
e-customers can follow-up on whether a gift voucher has been redeemed. This will be 
largely dependent on what is most congruent with the business' service processes. 
Amazon.com uses a voucher code (number) to identify vouchers for redemption. 

10.. Update my personal information 

Having identified this as a separate theme, we gain an interesting perspective on 
Amazon.com's use of "Your Account." "Your Account" is a central place where e-
customers go to proactively change or activate most Amazon.com services, including 
subscription services, as shown in Figure 6-18. 

By considering distinct themes related to e-customer activity, as a contextual designer, 
you start to think about how intuitively things can be grouped, or not. For example, 
would you group the maintenance of services, such as subscription services, with the 
action of updating personal information? You would need to consider whether "Your 
Account" is intuitively obvious as the center for updating personal, and other, 
information. 

Figure 6-18. Amazon.com centralizes e-customer maintenance through 
"Your Account." 

 

 

You could explore some alternatives with e-customers—such as renaming "Your 
Account" (e.g., to "Your Profile"?) and splitting out the function of updating personal 
information and activating and performing actions on groups of Amazon.com services 
into separate areas with distinct identities. This might also tie in with your testing of 
navigation system concepts (refer back to Web site concept testing in Chapter 3). You 
will soon find out what works best. 

Generic e-customer themes 
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Now that we have considered specific activities e-customers may wish to complete on 
Amazon.com, let us, within the framework of this Amazon.com example, consider the 
generic activities that e-customers wish to complete. 

We will refer back to the "Five Doing Areas" discussed in Chapter 2 to associate e-
customer scenarios with these generic themes, and we will discuss related design 
considerations. 

1.. Get help (generic) 

Related e-customer scenarios are as follows: 

• Get help using this Web site. 
• Resolve a problem online. 
• Find out where to go, or who to talk to, if I have a problem I can't resolve online. 

Get help using this Web site. 

As a contextual designer, one of your decisions will be the nature and scope of help 
offered to e-customers. Many sites interpret the general function of "help" differently. 
When deciding the help you will offer, relevance and detail will be of prime importance. 
Many sites do lip service to helping e-customers use their sites—not so with 
Amazon.com. Amazon's Help centralizes a lot of information to help e-customers use 
their site. 

Because "help" has become such a flaky concept on Web sites, it often isn't intuitively 
obvious to e-customers what will be offered. And so, unfortunately, even though help 
might be truly helpful, e-customers may not expect, or naturally seek, some of the 
services and content you provide under the label of "help." 

Therefore, as a contextual designer you will also need to consider how your navigation 
system, and the dialogue provided as e-customers move about your site, clearly directs e-
customers to help when they need it. 

It is particularly important to relate "help" topics to e-customer usage. In other words, 
"help" should relate to e-customer themes. As a contextual designer, you will need to 
consider how "help" can be structured and presented to support e-customer activities, at 
the time the activity is being completed. 

It would also be a good idea to provide information expressly for new users, should they 
need an extra helping hand. You will also need to consider how important it is for new 
users to see this help and how they are directed to it. 

On Amazon.com we see advice for new e-customers given under "For first-time visitors" 
in the "Help" section, as shown in Figure 6-19. 
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As we can see from Figure 6-19, first-time visitors are helped under the heading of "Find 
What You Want" and are then offered a "Site Guide" by which they can acquaint 
themselves with finding what they want on Amazon.com. The site guide provides a 
useful list of links to areas in each store of the Web site, a complete directory of 
worthwhile places to browse on Amazon.com. 

As a contextual designer, you will need to consider the balance between help for new, 
and more seasoned, visitors, and whether a distinction needs to be made between the help 
offered to both. 

Figure 6-19. Amazon.com's "guide" for first-time visitors. 

 

 
 

Resolve a problem online 

E-customers may come to a Web site with a particular problem in mind. For example, say 
an Amazon.com e-customer orders a book and then gets that book as a birthday present; 
the e-customer promptly wants to get online and cancel the order. Now, the e-customer 
can do a few things—grab an e-mail address off Amazon.com and send an e-mail saying 
"Can I cancel my order?"; go to the order confirmation e-mail, if it still exists, to see if it 
tells them how to cancel the order (incidentally, it does); or try to find out how to cancel 
an order by perusing Web site content such as FAQs. 

When businesses are analyzing and specifying their requirements, I recommend that they 
identify the top ten customer problems and then work out the best ways to give e-
customers speedy resolution, online first, and then offline if necessary. (Refer to 
Customer Service and "Customer Integration" in Chapter 4 to see the types of e-service 
considerations facing businesses.) 

As a contextual designer, you should specifically consider the use, and placement, of 
FAQs as a means to empower customers to resolve their own problems, which in turn 
removes unnecessary offline contact between the e-customer and the business. 
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FAQs are employed differently by different Web sites. FAQs can be centralized and de-
centralized and can be presented in different ways and employ different functionality. On 
Amazon.com, an FAQ area is provided under "For First Time Visitors." This FAQ area 
covers some of the issues that are likely to concern first-time visitors (and possibly others 
as well). Amazon.com also offers quick-reference questions on the store home pages of 
"Auctions" and "zShops," as shown in Figure 6-20. 

Figure 6-20. Amazon.com provides quick-reference FAQs in (a) Auctions 
and (b) zShops. 

 

 

Another aspect of helping e-customers use your Web site is the provision of useful 
responses when they generate an error. As a contextual designer, you will need to 
consider each specific error and how it will be handled. Generic error screens should be 
customized as much as possible to provide e-customers with guidance on what to do to 
solve their problem. 

This is particularly important when e-customers are completing and sending e-mail forms, 
such as those used in an order process. You should carefully identify the data entry and 
validation rules and craft every message that e-customers receive when they enter 
information that doesn't conform to those rules. Simply telling customers they haven't 
completed all of the required fields, or have completed fields incorrectly, is not enough to 
guide e-customers. (Refer back to customer directive number 16; "Tell me the info you 
need" in Chapter 2.) 

Find out where to go, or who to talk to, if I have a problem I can't resolve 
online. 

A Web site always needs a quick-to-find summary of contacts. Sometimes this is 
presented alongside FAQs such as in the Bank of America example given in Figure 4-3. 

Amazon.com offers a summarized list of contacts in "Contact Us." This is accessed by 
selecting "Send us E-mail" under "Other Important Info" in the "Help" section. The 
"Contact Us" screen is shown in Figure 6-21. 
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Figure 6-21. Amazon.com's "Contact Us" summarizes who to contact, and 
for what. 

 

 

Amazon.com also provides help as content within the context of certain e-customer 
activities, such as completing an order, as follows: 

If you have any difficulties with this order, send e-mail to orders@amazon.com or phone 
(800) 201-7575. From outside the U.S. or Canada, phone +1 (206) 266-2992. You may 
want to bookmark this page before you phone us so you can come back quickly to this 
step. 

When providing contact information, you will need to consider the respective roles of 
physical and virtual contacts. Amazon.com always offers access to a "real person" as well 
as e-mail access. (Refer back to "Eleven Best-Practice Fundamentals;" Balance the 
Physical and Virtual in Chapter 4) 

As with other features, you will need to decide on the visibility of contact information. If 
a lot of e-customers come to your site to find contact information and talk with you, you'd 
best make it obvious. Some sites put "Contact Us" up front in the navigation and others 
put it up front as a content link. 

2.. Provide feedback (generic) 

Related e-customer scenarios are as follows: 

• Make a suggestion. 
• Complain. 

Make a suggestion 

As with "Contact Us," you will need to decide how important it is for e-customers to 
provide feedback, and how up front it should be. Amazon.com provide requests for 
feedback in the context of particular e-customer activities, catching e-customers when 
they have a fresh recollection of what they've just experienced on the Web site and what 
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they think of it. In this way, Amazon.com is more likely to get useful feedback from e-
customers; and they do use it to improve their Web site. 

We can see a request for feedback on the Eyes service within the context of an e-
customer going about setting up the Eyes service, as shown in Figure 6-22. 

Figure 6-22. Amazon.com invites feedback when and where it is relevant to 
the e-customer 

 

 
 

Complaints 

It seems undesirable to ask an e-customer to complain. After all, we don't want 
complaints do we? Well, chances are, that e-customers will want to complain at some 
point. If you don't provide an outlet for e-customer complaints, e-customers will probably 
end up using some other e-mail form to suit their purpose. You will need to consider how 
"complaints" can be couched so that e-customers can easily let off steam if they need to, 
without creating negative overtones. 

In addition, as contextual designers, you will need to consider the types of e-mail forms 
dedicated to different types of e-customer feedback. The nature of the e-mail forms 
required will reflect the common service requests that e-customers need to make online 
and will need to support your client's business process improvement efforts. Different 
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types of service requests were discussed in Chapter 5 under "Customer Service;" "Service 
Fundamentals;" and "Service Process." 

You will need to work with your client to develop interface processes that become the 
nexus between business processes and the processes that e-customers need to complete 
online. The matching of e-customer—interface—and business processes was discussed in 
Chapter 5 under "Process Improvement." 

Amazon.com does not use e-mail forms to solicit e-customer feedback. Rather it uses a 
generic mail request generated by the e-customer's browser. This approach may work if 
there is a dedicated bunch of e-customer service personnel on the other end of e-mails 
ready to deal with any kind of request quickly and effectively. Most businesses, however, 
require some e-mails to be sorted and routed to be able to deal with them efficiently. In 
addition, putting some structure around e-mail forms can help e-customers who may need 
guidance on what the business is looking for. 

E-mail forms can also capture meaningful e-customer information. Recall, however, 
customer directive number 4 "Use what I give you" and ensure that there is a reason 
behind, and a use for, every request for information. 

Also bear in mind that while e-mail forms can provide a source of data about e-customers, 
you wouldn't want to start giving e-customers twenty questions when they're trying to 
complete and send a particular service request. One or two relevant questions might, 
however, be acceptable, and could provide some vital insight into e-customer 
requirements and motivation. 

3.. Find out what is on this Web site 

Related e-customer scenarios are as follows: 

• Get an overview of what is on this Web site. 
• Look for something I believe should be on this site. 
• Find out where I am in relation to other areas on the Web site. 

Get an overview of what is on this Web site 

The way the navigation system is designed and presented provides the key visual cues for 
e-customers who must quickly and intuitively work out where to go to do what they want 
to on your Web site. 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider how to provide e-customers with 
obvious paths to the utility your Web site offers them. (The design of navigation systems 
to appropriately highlight site utility is discussed further in Chapter 7.) 

A site map can help e-customers quickly get a view of the scope of your Web site and 
what it entails. A good site map provides e-customers with direction (that is, after all, the 
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metaphor provided by using the label of "map"). Unfortunately, many site maps are 
rudimentary lists of links. Other sites bite the bullet and provide, what they call, a "site 
index" because they know what they're providing is not a "map." 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider what form and function the site 
directory, or map, should take. If you can find form and function that works better than 
the current site map phenomenon, that is well and good. Whatever you design, make sure 
it helps the e-customer quickly find out what's on your site and how to get at it. And 
remember customer directive number 15, "Call a spade a spade." 

Look for something I believe should be on this site 

Site-level search is an important tool that provides e-customers with potential shortcuts to 
what they're looking for. It is interesting to note that there is no site-level search on 
Amazon.com. I guess that Amazon.com expects most e-customers to search against an 
item, such as a book, in which case the quick search and store-level search should suffice. 

However, say an e-customer wants to search against a service or an issue. Much of the 
information in the "service" areas of the site, such as "Your Account," "Help" and "How 
To Order" are not searchable. Other product areas such as "Gift Ideas," "Wish List," "Gift 
Certificates," and "E-Cards" also remain invisible to store-level searches that search 
against product categories and not activities. 

Many of the goodies that could be hard to find on the Amazon site might have been 
found using a site-level search—goodies like the "Site Guide," "Contact Us" and 
"Subscription Services" such as "Amazon.com Delivers" and "Eyes." An e-customer 
looking for e-mail recommendations, for example, might enter "e-mail 
recommendations," or just "e-mail," or just "Recommendations," to quickly find out 
about special services Amazon.com offers. 

As a contextual designer you need to consider the key service and product dimensions 
that need to be searchable through a site-level search as well as the key words used. 
Keywords should always be in e-customer-speak, not business-speak, and will, most 
likely, relate to e-customer themes. 

Find out where I am in relation to other areas on the Web site 

Navigation systems should be designed to provide e-customers with clues on where they 
are, and where they've been. You will need to decide what aspects of your navigation 
system will provide this feedback to e-customers. Amazon.com uses a change in color of 
links, and other navigational elements, as the key device for showing e-customers where 
they are, and where they've been. 

As a contextual designer you will need to consider how overtly e-customers are given 
cues on where they are and where they've been. Some sites are very overt in providing 
orientation to e-customers and provide an online dynamic record of where the e-customer 



has been, particularly in cases where the e-customer is "guided" through a particular 
process online. 

Site maps that are context-sensitive can provide e-customers with feedback on where they 
are and where they've been. However, this type of functionality seems to be the exception 
rather than the rule (as is the provision of a site "map" over a site "index.") 

Site dialogue, or narrative, is also very important in providing customers with a handle on 
where they are, and where they've been. Amazon.com makes an effort to provide e-
customers with dialogue that orients them throughout the order process, for example. 
(The use of dialogue in customer-effective design, and the dialog required to complete an 
order process, is discussed further in Chapter 7.) 

Eleven Design Tips 
From the Amazon.com example, a number of tips on customer-effective design emerge, 
as follows: 

1. Tell e-customers about the Web site components and processes that relate to the 
things they are trying to do (and if they don't relate, what purpose do they serve?). 
Make these services visible and easily accessible. 

2. Then tell e-customers what the service process is and design your site in such a 
way that a service process can be completed seamlessly across all related areas of 
the site. Make sure e-customers do not have to jump to different parts of your 
Web site to complete activities that are obviously part of the same process. 

3. If your product is subject to availability issues, think about allowing e-customers 
to actively manage the situation. Think about: 

a. Allowing e-customers to track the availability of what is unavailable. 
b. Notifying e-customers when the item becomes available. 
c. Allowing e-customers to collect, save, and retrieve the items they want 

(e.g., as favorites). 
d. Considering how interdependencies (such as the activities of publishers in 

the case of Amazon.com) can be factored into the system (such as through 
integration of Internet, Extranet, and Intranet technologies) and how e-
customers can interact to influence those interdependencies (such as 
giving publishers feedback in the case of Amazon.com). 

4. Decide on the appropriate emphasis for browsing and deliberately identify and 
create levers to encourage e-customers to browse. Don't forget the important role 
of enmeshing links (content links that enmesh relevant areas of content in ways 
that e-customers may not find as a result of using the navigation system). 

5. Use automated, and personal, e-mail responses to extend the e-customer service 
experience outside the Web interface. But make sure the e-mail fits into the 
required e-customer process; otherwise you'll have e-customers responding to 
automated e-mails in order to tell you the things they need to, to get things done. 
This becomes a fruitless and frustrating trap for e-customers who can get caught 
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in a loop of automated responses, none of which take them in the direction of 
resolving their problem. 

6. Whenever you ask e-customers to "Check Back Later," think "what functionality, 
such as favorites, can we offer customers to flip this around," so the business does 
the checking on behalf of the e-customer. 

7. Realize that e-customers may want to collect items and not purchase them. Also 
consider how collected items, such as favorites, get quickly flicked over to 
purchase should the e-customer be ready to buy. 

8. When e-customer themes start to share common functionality, think about 
centralizing those tasks around that functionality (while keeping component tasks 
identifiable to the e-customer). Functionality along the lines of a personal profile 
or personal manager may work here. (But make sure it makes sense to centralize 
tasks in this way—prototyping with real customers is a way to find out if it works.) 

9. On e-mail forms—always indicate which fields are mandatory and which aren't, 
along with examples of fields or other instructions on field format if necessary. 
Error messages should always state the problem with a particular field and be 
cumulative (i.e., not dealing with only the first error encountered, and the others 
on subsequent, recursive, attempts). 

10. Ask for feedback when e-customers complete key e-service processes (e.g., after 
taking an online tour, check on how you did vis-à-vis expectations). 

11. As a rule don't give explanatory, and/or directive content unless it's meaningful in 
allowing a customer to do something. In general, less is more. 

A Customer-Effective Design Process 
I have drawn on writings about contextual design and scenario-based design (see the 
Bibliography) and applied my own intuitive understanding of processes that I have used, 
and seen work, to compile a recommended customer-effective Web site design process. 

The customer-effective design process is contextual and based on e-customer scenarios; it 
starts with e-customers and carries them as the most important element throughout the 
design process. Other writers have written about, and reported on, the effectiveness of 
creating scenarios around what system users need to do as a basis for design. 

In their book Scenario-based Design: Envisioning Work and Technology in System 
Development, Mary Beth Rosson and John M. Carroll, describe scenarios as a basis for 
reasoning to: 

Figure 6-23. The customer-effective design process 
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… offer task designers a rich view of the goals, actions, and experiences of users 
interacting with the system. As such, they [scenarios] focus design efforts at the right 
level, on the tasks the system is intended to support. By developing a detailed account of 
a user's experience in a task, designers become more attuned to how the knowledge and 
goals the user brings to the situation interact with the services offered or implied by the 
system. 

The definition of "scenario" is currently hard to pin down. But, in the case of Web site 
design, customer themes such as those covered in the Amazon.com example, along with 
more detailed scenarios, seem to work pretty well. 

And what can we expect from applying a customer-effective design process? Well, if you 
consider design in relation to e-customer activities, and an e-customer's context, as in the 
Amazon.com example, you will be creating a Web site with: 

• The utility required for e-customers to get things done. 
• Interface processes that help e-customers do things easily. 
• Dialogue that helps customers easily learn to do the things they need to do. 
• A structure that makes sense to e-customers. 

Figure 6-23 outlines the four stages of the customer-effective design process along with 
associated areas of focus and considerations. 

Now let us explore each stage of the customer-effective design process in turn. 
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1.. Establish E-Customer Themes 

By establishing e-customer themes, you are "putting a stake in the ground" regarding 
exactly what your Web site will do for customers. As in the previous Amazon.com 
example, some themes will be specific to your Web site and some will be general themes 
that should be found on any Web site. 

You would have received a specification from the business outlining what it believes the 
Web site should do for e-customers, hopefully based on that company's own exploratory 
research and understanding of e-customer goals and opportunities. It is important for the 
Web site designer to "push the envelope" as much as possible to make sure the Web site 
is going to be useful to e-customers. 

E-customer themes must be based on things e-customers need, and want, to do on your 
Web site. And there's a push-pull dynamic that goes on here. While talking to e-
customers gives us an insight into what e-customers require, we also have the opportunity 
to meet customer needs in new ways, or even to meet needs e-customers don't even 
realize they have yet. There's a balance to be had between taking directions from e-
customers and leading the way (and this relationship between e-customers and e-service 
providers was touched on in Chapter 1 under Things Have Changed). 

Once we have established a possible set of e-customer themes, we can then start to relate 
each theme to requisite Web site features and functionality and get an idea, at a high level, 
of the "personality" and purpose of the Web site. 

2.. Elaborate Themes with Scenarios 

As you are exploring what the Web site will do in relation to different e-customer themes, 
you will need to start breaking those themes down into component tasks or usage 
scenarios, such as we did previously when considering our fifth Amazon.com theme, 
"Keep a note of books that interest me". 

Going to this next level of specificity will help you instantiate scenarios (i.e., start 
wrapping something more tangible around abstract descriptions of e-customer themes). 
You will more closely identify Web site features and functionality with tasks, and start to 
prioritize those in relation to the tasks that are most critical to e-customers (within and 
across themes) and the purpose of the Web site as a whole. 

This is the stage where you will be faced with trade offs. You won't be able to do 
everything for e-customers, or even within this medium, and you will need to make some 
tough decisions. Some of the trade offs we noted in the previous Amazon.com example 
are as follows: 

• Theme 1. "Find a book I know I want"—trade offs that come with adopting one 
particular navigation system over another. (In fact, this trade off recurs in relation 
to most themes.) 
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• Theme 2. "Buy a book I want"—trade off between auto-populating e-customer 
details and asking for e-customer authentication early in the order process. 

• Theme 3. "Buy a book I want"—trade off between taking the e-customer through 
the order process step by step and consolidating the number of screens required. 

3.. Establish Web Site Design Concepts 

By now you will be getting a pretty good feel for the nature of your Web site, and you 
will need to start looking for connections between e-customer themes in order to establish 
concepts you can present to your client and subject to usability testing and prototyping. 

Connections will exist between e-customer themes, such as the connection between 
browsing and generating recommendations in the previous Amazon.com example. 
Recommendations are a facilitator of browsing, and vice versa. 

Themes may also use the same Web site features and pieces of functionality. A basic 
search function, for example, might support tasks in more than one e-customer theme. As 
you start to see how features and functionality relate to tasks, categories of e-customer 
themes will emerge, and these will affect the structure of your Web site, as well as help 
crystallize component concepts such as: 

1. Web site purpose and function (perhaps as expressed through a conceptual 
metaphor) and the relationship of that to core content and functionality. 

2. Core utility the system offers e-customers and what will be mandatory to realize 
the site's purpose. 

3. Web site structure and how the navigation system houses the core content and 
functionality in a way that facilitates core e-customer processes. 

You will be able to substantiate what the Web site will do for e-customers by describing 
the component concepts that combine to create an e-customer's online experience. 

4.. Design and Build Around Themes 

Now you will be able to start to design and create an interface that facilitates e-customer 
themes. This interface is the physical manifestation of how the system supports e-
customer activities. 

There will be an iterative, or circular, relationship between stages 3 and 4 As things 
become physical you will be constantly re-evaluating and refining your Web site's 
component concepts. This will be particularly noticeable in relation to content generation 
and information design (recall our discussion of the "Content Challenge" in Chapter 5). 

You will build the most essential components first, bearing in mind that priorities are 
likely to change as you go as a result of customer testing and conceptual changes. In 
addition, building "core" and "noncore" components may not necessarily be a linear 
process, because features and functionality can be shared by core and noncore e-customer 
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themes. If this happens, you may need to explain to your client that you're not diverting 
energy from essential Web site components; you are maximizing the efficiency of 
development. 

Adopting this contextual design process gives rise to what we previously described as 
"slices of the system" in Chapter 3. These slices, or interactive themes, are threads of the 
system that embody e-customer and interface processes. Themes can form the basis of 
prototyping. Rosson and Carroll describe the creation of prototypes as a result of a 
scenario-based design process, as follows: 

… designers begin implementing scenarios early in the design process, almost 
immediately developing an executable prototype of the task scenarios. 

In addition, given that themes and scenarios are based on activities e-customers perform, 
they will inherently need to uphold certain usability characteristics and these will partly 
form the basis of usability testing (also refer back to "Ten Usability Heuristics" in 
Chapter 3.) 

Having considered the basis of customer-effective design, and a process we can use to 
achieve it, we will now move on to consider specific design practices and how they can 
be improved to create customer-effective Web sites. 

Chapter 7. Customer-Effective Design 
Practices 
It takes a lot of careful thought, creativity, and discipline to create the online experience 
that e-customers require. 

As with Chapter 6, this chapter is exploratory, rather than directive (i.e., it will give you 
ideas rather than instructions). 

This chapter will look at some existing Web site practices, and what could be done to be 
more customer-effective, and explore the idea of e-customer themes and the potential 
practice of theming. 

We will explore: 

• Creating utility on customer-effective Web sites. 
• The use of metaphor in interface design, what works, and how the real power of 

metaphor can be exploited. 
• Providing dialogue to help e-customers learn to use an interface and do what they 

need to do. 
• Types of navigation systems and approaches to designing more customer-

effective navigation systems. 
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• The potential practice of theming where e-customer themes (introduced in 
Chapter 6) are embodied by utility, dialogue, metaphor, navigation, and content. 

Create Utility 
Here I am going to dedicate discussion to a concept that is central to customer-
effectiveness—utility. Utility is Web site functionality that allows e-customers to do the 
things they need to. 

If the Web is ever going to truly evolve as a service medium, designers and developers 
must look to create utility online. We need to harness the interactivity of the Web to 
provide e-customers with usefully interactive experiences. 

It is the role of the Web site designer to "push the envelope" when it comes to utility. The 
designer is more conversant with the ways in which Web-based technologies can be 
applied to benefit e-customers. In addition, there is room for a lot of innovation in 
providing utility. Utility can reinvent existing customer processes or create entirely new 
ones. Designers have a unique perspective on how to help businesses and e-customers 
reinvent, and invent, the way things are done. 

How do you go about creating utility? Well, there isn't any simple formula or shrink-
wrapped application software you can plug in to get it. You have to take the Web-based 
technologies available to you and put them together in such a way that you benefit e-
customers. 

You start by talking to e-customers about what they need to do on your Web site. You 
then create scenarios of what e-customers will do on your Web site and wrap an interface 
experience around that (we will discuss this later in this chapter under "Theming"). 
Creating that interface experience requires you to marry concepts with Web-based 
technologies. 

You need to be both smart and creative to come up with utilitarian concepts. And of 
course, over time, as Web site development companies become more and more adept at 
building utilitarian components, maybe they will start to be pre-built and bought off the 
shelf. But even then, these tools may, or may not, deliver the particular experience 
required by your e-customers and custom development will be required. 

Some Examples 

Utility can apply at a Web site, or Web site component level. In other words, Web sites 
can be utilitarian (i.e., wholly dedicated to the provision of utility, or provide utilitarian 
components). 

Whether you dedicate yourself wholly to the pursuit of utility and provide a utilitarian 
Web site will depend on what you need to create to meet your e-customers' needs. These 
utilitarian Web sites tend to be dedicated to providing a single-minded online service. 
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And many of them are harnessing the ability of the Web to act as a facilitator, to create 
new online services and new ways of doing business. 

I'm not advocating that all Web sites have to be utilitarian, but they do need to be useful 
to your e-customers. In fact, you can get it wrong with your e-customers if you try to 
create a utilitarian Web site that emphasizes utility over and above everything else. While 
utility is important, it doesn't have to be the sole focus of your Web site. 

It's a matter of push versus pull, and getting the balance right. What actions should e-
customers take initiative on (pull), and what actions should the Web site take initiative on 
(push)? For example, if e-customers wish to follow up on the status of an order, should 
they have to go in and seek it out (pull) or should the Web site generate the advice or 
send it out as e-mail (push)? 

We will look at some different examples of utilitarian Web sites, and utilitarian 
components, and then we will discuss the critical success factors of creating utility. 

The Web sites in the following examples might not win any design awards, and they may 
not necessarily be bastions of customer-effectiveness in their entirety but they offer 
components that are useful to the people they've been created for. 

And you may notice that these examples are about a lot more than just online purchases, 
although that is obviously an important utility component on many Web sites. Of course, 
the Web can be applied for a lot more than financial transactions. It can be applied to 
support e-customers, in whatever it is they need to do. 

Cisco.com 

Jim Sterne's book Customer Service on the Internet, provides a case study on Cisco 
Systems and its commitment to online customer service, including the history of how it 
got to where it is. 

Cisco has always impressed me as being a forward-thinking provider of online services. 
Sure it provides services that naturally lend themselves to the Internet as a service 
medium, but, Cisco has still been very focused on providing services of direct use to its 
customers, partners, and resellers. 

It has taken its commitment to real-time customer service even further now with its help 
service "Cisco Live!" which offers synchronous browser sessions between e-customers 
having a problem with site navigation, user registration, and general Web site-related 
questions and a "Cisco Live!" representative. 

Cisco's introduction to "Cisco Live!" is shown in Figure 7-1. 
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Cisco has also released "Cisco Interactive Mentor" (CIM), which combines CD-ROM-
based functionality with Web site functionality to provide training through the simulation 
of network configuration and troubleshooting of network problems and interruptions. 

In this case, the Web is used to complete a service by providing online community 
support for CIM participants. 

Figure 7-01. Cisco Live! takes interactive help a step further. These 
materials have been reproduced by Prentice Hall with the permission of 

Cisco Systems, Inc. COPYRIGHT ©2000 CISCO SYSTEMS, INC. ALL 
RIGHTS RESERVED. 

 

 

Cisco invites e-customers to: 

Join other CIM users in sharing and creating knowledge ideas and resources. Help build 
the community, get on-line support, and enable future product development. 

Indulge.com 

Indulge.com promises an online shopping experience that engages the senses. It 
shamelessly recognizes, and facilitates, the indulgence of buying something luxurious. 

"Online Personal Shoppers" are seasoned and knowledgeable shoppers who are there to 
support their e-customers' indulgence. Instant messaging is used to provide real-time chat 
with an online personal shopper who will offer advice on all the goodies that might be 
right for e-customers. Their "Personal Services" page appears as follows: 

Figure 7-02. Instant messaging provides real-time chat for service. 

http://indulge.com/


 

 

And to make sure the tips e-customers receive are not lost, Indulge.com will e-mail e-
customers a transcript of their chat session. 

Statusfactory.com 

StatusFactory.com is entirely dedicated to helping e-customers manage their bills. It has 
provided a Web site, and supporting functionality, that directly addresses the nightmare 
of bill-paying. 

Cyberbills, the creator of StatusFactory.com, describes the site as a "lifestyle portal" and 
describes their approach as follows: 

Cyberbills has developed technology to support a single interface that allows consumers 
to view, pay, and manage all of their bills over the Internet, whether the bills are sent [to 
StatusFactory] or in the traditional paper form. 

CyberBills provides its service directly to the public through the StatusFactory.com portal. 
Businesses who desire to offer Bill Presentment and Payment Services to their own 
customers can choose from a selection of private, co-branded, reseller, or affiliate 
programs. 

StatusFactory.com describes its e-service process in the online demonstration as shown in 
Figure 7-3 

Figure 7-03. The StatusFactory process. Courtesy of Status Factory. 

http://statusfactory.com/
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StatusFactory.com offers a number of service features that are useful to customers, such 
as: 

• Providing electronic copies of bills online. 
• Sending e-mail reminders when bills need to be approved. 
• Sending StatusAlert e-mails when something happens, or doesn't happen, in 

relation to criteria e-customers set. 
• Making up to twenty-four months of bill details available for online viewing. 
• Allowing e-customers to prescribe different rules to different payees. 
• Allowing e-customers to add a payee, where the payee could be anyone. 
• Allowing e-customers to create reports online (against categories of expenses e-

customers create) as well as request a CD of all their bill data at the end of the 
year. 

StatusFactory has been very careful to give e-customers choice over the level of 
automation applied to their bill-paying process. E-customers can set up payments for 
each bill themselves, or they can request that StatusFactory automatically schedule 
payments against its payment rules. 

And StatusFactory has matched service guarantees to the very hassles that e-customers 
are trying to avoid. I particularly like this one: 

You will cut down on the paper in your life, Status Factory Guarantees, or we will make 
a $25 donation in your name to the Rain Forest Foundation! 



Webswap.com 

WebSwap.com offers e-customers a new spin on the eBay idea of facilitating online 
trading between buyers and sellers. On WebSwap you can swap stuff as well as pay for it 
with cash. 

WebSwap.com is simply built around "stuff I have" and "stuff I want" and customers 
don't have to have something to trade to look for stuff they want. WebSwap.com matches 
the data held by different e-customers to suggest swaps, or e-customers can look for 
swaps themselves. 

The underlying process of "add," "match," and "swap" greets e-customers on download 
of the home page, as shown in Figure 7-4. 

WebSwap.com offers a comprehensive tour of its site. This tour takes e-customers 
through the swap process step by step. E-customers also receive a "to do list" on their 
personal WebSwap page ("My WebSwap"), reminding them to do what they need to do, 
and continuing to help them with the swap process. 

This e-service provides functionality that allows e-customers to equate two items they 
consider to be of equal value, and edit and approve suggested trades. The activity 
required for e-customers to "Review suggested swaps" is given in WebSwap's online tour, 
as shown in Figure 7-5. 

Given its focus on a straight swap, the complexity of the auction process, such as that 
seen on eBay, is not required. 

There are a few kinks in the site, which is in Beta, but the utility it offers, and the way it 
has been presented, is interesting. 

Figure 7-04. The WebSwap.com home page. 

http://webswap.com/
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http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec1&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07fig05#ch07fig05


 

 

Figure 7-05. WebSwap.com functionality provides suggested trades 
Courtesy of WebSwap. 

 

 
 

Afternic.com 

Afternic.com gives us yet another spin on the online auction. On this Web site, domain 
names are being bought and sold. 

http://afternic.com/


This Web site gives us a glimpse of the type of new enterprise that has sprung up as a 
result of the medium itself, but the site is also of interest because it provides core utility 
that allows e-customers to build and manage a portfolio though a "Personalized control 
center" called "My Afternic." E-customers are not only able to keep a summary-level 
view of their auctions and appraisals, they can also view their bids and complete the 
buy/sell process in "Closings." 

In addition, e-customers can use "Tracker" to keep track of the status of domain names 
that interest them, but which they may not necessarily be involved in buying and selling. 
"My Afternic" can be seen in Afternic.com's online tour, as shown in Figure 7-6. 

Figure 7-06. Afternic.com provides a personalized control center to manage 
and track auctions. Courtesy of Afternic.com. 

 

 

Also of interest is Afternic.com's online help, which comes in three forms: context-
sensitive, pop-up, and e-mail. 

Context-sensitive help is available by clicking on help links available in the upper right-
hand corner throughout the site. Pop-up help is available by clicking on a "?" whenever e-
customers have a form to fill out, or may be in need of a definition. 

The context-sensitive help links e-customers to FAQs directly relevant to the section of 
the site they are in at the time. 

The links to FAQ information are shown in Figure 7-7. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec1&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07fig06#ch07fig06
http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec1&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07fig07#ch07fig07


Figure 7-07. Afternic.com's context-specific links to FAQs. Courtesy of 
Afternic.com. 

 

 

In reality the "context-sensitive help" is part of the navigation and not dynamically 
context sensitive at a micro-level, but it does at least manage to layer and present FAQ 
information meaningfully throughout the site. 

Digitalthink.com 

DigitalThink offers e-learning to e-customers, and its Web site contains many 
components that harness the interactivity of the Web for the benefit of students, and the 
ability to participate within a community, in particular. 

Students' experience is centralized around their personal locker where they access the 
various courses they're enrolled in as well as a menu of learning tools such as "scores," 
"resources," "tutor," "discuss," "classmates," "chat," and "messenger." The menu of help 
tools can be seen in DigitalThink.com's online tour as shown in Figure 7-8. 

Students complete online exercises and quizzes to earn points. They can access "Scores" 
to find out how many points they have accumulated toward their course total and how 
well they are doing compared with other students. 

Orientation is given through an online tutorial that takes students through core site and 
course elements. Additional support is provided by making course content available for 
download in PDF format under "resources" and encouraging direct contact with tutors 
under "Tutor." 

Under "Discuss," community aspects are harnessed to encourage learning through 
threaded discussions related to shared questions and answers on course-specific topics. 
Online study groups can be held using online "Chat," and students have direct e-mail 
access to other students. Students can search, and e-mail, other students who are at the 
same point in the course as they are, under "Classmates." Students can also identify 
whether other students are logged into the course at the same time as they are, and e-mail 
them under "Messenger." 

So often the potential of common, and relatively simple, functionality, such as e-mail, is 
not realized on Web sites. Not so with DigitalThink, whose Web site com ponents use 
common functionality such as e-mail, threaded discussion, and online chat in ways that 
are extremely useful to students, as can be seen from the feedback DigitalThink has 
received from its students. 

http://digitalthink.com/
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Figure 7-08. DigitalThink.com provide a menu for access to relevant utility 
components. Courtesy of DigitalThink. 

 

 
 

Garden.com 

Dedicated to garden enthusiasts, Garden.com, offers an online drawing tool that allows 
gardeners to design their own garden based on available designs, or from scratch 
themselves. 

Once gardeners have designed their own personal garden, they immediately can buy all, 
or a portion of, the plants they used in their design online. 

The "Plant Finder" is central to garden design, and can be used from anywhere in the site. 
E-customers use "Plant Finder" to select from plants that meet many different criteria 
such as sun exposure, soil composition, pH, moisture, color choices, season of bloom, 
and the level of care required. The garden design tool offers twelve tab functions, as can 
be seen in the "Planner Tutorial," shown in Figure 7-9. 

Figure 7-09. A drawing tool e-customers can use online to design their own 
garden. Courtesy of garden.com. 

 

 

http://garden.com/
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The drawing tool has been designed to encourage experimentation, and this is supported 
through the ability for e-customers to save their designs and register in order to retrieve 
them on subsequent visits. 

Garden.com has also added an interesting feature to the purchase process, in recognition 
of the fact the e-customers may be buying all of their gifts from the one store. 
Garden.com allows e-customers to send different products, bought at the same time, to 
different shipping addresses, by associating an address book with each order. An e-
customer fills in the details of the address book and activates the details of different gift 
recipients in relation to each product. Personal gift messages can also be sent with each 
gift. 

Allstatetermlife.com 

Allstate Life Insurance provides a Web site that is very much oriented around things 
people are likely to want to do on their Web site, such as get a quote for insurance and 
either apply or save their quote for future use, check out the cost of term life insurance (as 
part of evaluating Allstate and competitive products), find out how much cover is needed, 
considering their liabilities and family situation, and find out about how term life 
insurance works (as part of evaluating different types of products that might meet their 
needs). 

The various e-customer activities are clearly identifiable on the home page, as shown in 
Figure 7-10. 

Figure 7-10. Allstatetermlife.com's home page. Courtesy of Allstate Life 
Insurance. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec1&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07fig10#ch07fig10
http://allstatetermlife.com/


 

 

Allstatetermlife.com offers "Tools" that allow e-customers to directly compare how 
Allstate measures up to its competitors. It is unusual to see this sort of direct comparison 
made, even though it's something e-customers are obviously trying to do by proxy. The 
invitation to "Compare" is shown in Figure 7-11. 

Figure 7-11. Allstatetermlife.com invites e-customers to "see how they 
measure up." Courtesy of Allstate Life Insurance. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec1&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07fig11#ch07fig11


 

 

Of course, this piece of utility is useful only as long as the content it returns is a valid 
comparison that e-customers find meaningful when evaluating different insurance 
providers. 

Eleven Success Factors 

Here are eleven success factors for providing utility on customer-effective Web sites: 

1. If a company's competitive advantage is created by meeting a particular e-
customer service need, all unrelated content and functionality are extraneous and 
should be avoided. 

2. Leverage the best characteristics of the Web such as: 
o Ability for real-time information exchange between individuals and 

groups. 
o To create dialogue over time, to compare scenarios in real-time, and to 

dynamically provide information when it is needed the most. 
o To provide information you couldn't create or find anywhere else. 
o To shortcut processes that could be lengthy, and to create a seamless 

process where it might otherwise be fragmented. 
o To simplify processes that might otherwise be complex. 

3. Relate utility to the real-life service experiences and desires of e-customers. 
Utility doesn't exist for its own sake. It exists to serve e-customers better, smarter, 
and faster. 



4. Relate utility to relevant e-customer actions and make utilitarian components 
visibly obvious and easily accessible. 

5. Make the functionality intuitive by overtly structuring it around the e-customer's 
process (Statusfactory and WebSwap.com give good examples of this as seen in 
Figures 7-3 and 7-4 respectively). 

6. Address common areas of customer frustrations and/or extend e-customer 
activities in new ways that are achievable only on the Web. 

7. Don't overrate the utility you deliver (i.e., don't over promise). The phenomenon 
of not meeting expectations gets thrown into high relief if you use labels for 
utilitarian components that don't live up to the usefulness customers expect from 
the use of that label (e.g., "guide," "online consultant" and "personal assistant" are 
labels that can easily over promise). 

8. Provide a comprehensive overview of how to use the functionality, step by step. 
The WebSwap tour is a good example of this. 

9. Use common Web technologies such as e-mail and threaded discussion to directly 
support important e-customer activities (as opposed to using them as generic 
functions that serve no specific purpose). 

10. Where application development is involved, combine other technologies (such as 
database functionality) with Web-based technologies via the Web site interface. 
In addition, apply creativity to combine technologies to create proprietary services 
that benefit e-customers. 

11. Do not avoid complexity unnecessarily. Utility does not have to be simple. 
Complexity is OK if there is a reason for it and it can be worked through easily. 
Garden.com provides an eleven "page" tutorial on its sophisticated garden planner 
(which also includes an FAQ page)—this requires a five minute investment that 
may well be worth it for garden enthusiasts. 

Metaphor 
Metaphor is a familiar concept to all of us; it's an integral part of our lives, without most 
of us even realizing it. In everyday speech we liken one thing to another because it makes 
it easier for people to understand what we are talking about. When we use metaphor, we 
simply leverage a person's understanding of one thing, by applying it to another. 
Metaphor can, therefore, be important for learning as well as for communication. 

We are exposed to a myriad of different metaphors in the world of technology. We are 
familiar with metaphors such as the ubiquitous realm of technology as "cyberspace," the 
Internet as "information superhighway," and the computer as a "tool," "assistant," 
"theater," and "ubiquitous resource." 

Which metaphor, or metaphors, we subscribe to will influence our view of the world. A 
designer subscribing to the metaphor of "computer as tool" will be faced with 
fundamentally different design decisions as a designer subscribing to "computer as 
theater."A tool is important in performing tasks, while theater is important in creating 
scenarios and engaging the senses. 
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So too, Web sites use different metaphors to create different experiences for e-customers. 
And there are many metaphors that are common to Web sites. Ironically, most of the 
metaphors being used in Web site design are grounded in the physical world and are 
intended to give people orientation in, and comfort with, the virtual world. This practice 
has helped e-customers new to "cyberspace" to find their way around and get something 
done. 

Common Web site metaphors include: 

• Lobby—e-customers are greeted by a virtual representation of a physical lobby 
they are familiar with. 

• Personal organizer and personal assistant—e-customers refer to the functions that 
a personal organizer or assistant performs to use various organizational tools on 
the Web site. 

• Desktop—the physical desk gets represented virtually with different receptacles 
and tools for different functions e-customers perform at their desk (similar to the 
Windows desktop metaphor). 

• Folder—many Web sites use folders as a way of allowing customers to collect 
different types of information and tools (e.g., into personal folders) and as a basis 
for navigation where information and tools are categorized into folders. 

• Briefcase—the physical act of having a "carry-around" collection of important 
"stuff" is related to the collection and categorization of information and tools on 
Web sites. 

• Store—many Web sites try to create the idea of physical aisles containing 
different items. This may be implicit in the way information is categorized or 
explicit in the way things are visually represented. 

• Shopping cart—the physical shopping cart is virtually wheeled around to collect 
things that customers want to buy. Sometimes this gets creatively applied, such as 
in the case of Garden.com, where the shopping cart is a wheelbarrow. 

• Gallery—e-customers can browse a virtual space as if it were a physical gallery 
space. Most Web sites that use the gallery metaphor struggle to simulate this type 
of experience (although this will change as multimedia capabilities become more 
achievable over limited bandwidth). 

• Guide—a virtual guide can provide e-customers with advice on what suits them 
best and how to get around. While many Web sites try to leverage the idea of an 
e-customer being shown around by a guide, they fall short because of the 
difficulties of creating this type of dynamically generated, context-sensitive help. 

• Neighborhood—individuals are collected into a community where they have a 
stake in, or a role to play as part of, that community. 

Metaphors can be classified into three types, as follows: 

• Organizational metaphors, which leverage the known organization of one concept 
to assist with the understanding of a new system's organization. 

• Functional metaphors, which connect the functions you can perform in the source 
domain with those that can be performed in the target domain. 



• Visual metaphors, which leverage visual recognition of known concepts in a new 
environment. 

Many metaphors are purely visual, particularly in relation to navigation devices that use 
metaphoric devices to help e-customers find their way around; they do not offer any 
functional or organizational clues. However, many metaphors are both functional and 
organizational, such as in the case of the personal organizer/assistant metaphor, where 
functions and organization are implied. 

It is useful to think about the type of metaphor being used to raise your awareness of 
what your metaphor is not doing for you (i.e., is it not providing visual, functional, or 
organizational clues?). This will help you avoid overestimating a particular metaphor's 
usefulness. It is quite common to see a visual metaphor used as if it did offer functional 
and organizational clues, for example. 

What Works? 

The shopping cart metaphor is probably the most familiar, and yet, the shopping cart 
metaphor may actually be fraught with problems. 

Problems arise when we "map" one concept onto another—but our mapping doesn't quite 
work. There may be things unique to the experience we're trying to create, and they don't 
correspond to the experiment we're referring to. Or there may be unique characteristics in 
the experience we're referring to, and these just don't relate to the experience we're trying 
to create. E-customers try to relate one thing to another, don't find a match, and get 
confused. There may be things they can do in the physical domain that they can't do in 
the virtual domain, and vice versa. 

On Philosphe.com, Derek Sisson gives us his view on how errors occur when the 
physical shopping experience does not adequately translate to the virtual one. He gives us 
an idea of problems that may arise, as follows: 

• A buyer requires authentication of the seller, but anyone can create an e-
commerce Web site. 

• The buyer requires courteous, professional helpful service, but e-mail is 
impersonal, especially when sent by autoresponders. In addition, context-
insensitive help doesn't always help buyers. 

• The buyer needs an obvious method for purchasing, but some sites don't make 
"checkout" obvious. 

• The buyer needs to understand store policies for warranties, returns, exchanges, 
and refunds, but many Web sites don't give this information, or make it easily 
accessible, when it is needed. 

• The buyer should be able to select what they want without having to give away 
personal information, but many sites require registration when it is not needed. 

http://philosphe.com/


The article makes special mention of the authentication barrier and states that "if the user 
is not at the point where they are ready to lay down their money, experience tells them 
that there is no reason to prove their identity." 

The Mapping Process 

To understand this better, let's talk about the idea of "mapping" a little further. Theorists 
describe the experience we're referring to as the "source domain" and the corresponding 
experience we're trying to create as the "target domain." The characteristics that make up 
our understanding of the known and referred experience, are called "slots." The process 
of equating the slots on one side (the source domain) to the other (the target domain) is 
called "mapping." 

Theory notwithstanding, mapping is an important and simple exercise that helps us work 
out whether there are some mismatches that will confuse, frustrate, or disappoint e-
customers. On the left-hand side we can list the characteristics ("slots") of the source 
domain and on the right-hand side we can list the slots of the target domain. We can then 
consider how well the left- and right-hand sides relate and how mismatches might 
confuse or frustrate e-customers. 

Unless you go through a mapping exercise, you may not be aware of problems with your 
use of particular metaphor. Mapping can help identify inadequacies in the online 
execution of a metaphor as well as identify opportunities to minimize problems normally 
encountered in relation to the source domain experience. 

An example 

As an example of mapping, we will look at an online consultation process offered by 
clinique.com. On the left-hand side we will list the slots related to getting a physical, one-
on-one consultation from a Clinique representative in-store (the source domain). On the 
right-hand side we will list the slots related to the online consultation (the target domain). 
We will then consider mapping the source domain to the target domain and discuss the 
issues that arise. 

But first, let us familiarize ourselves with clinique.com's online consultation. 

The Clinique consultation takes customers through the process of selecting answers to a 
list of questions to find out their skin type and skin tone. E-customers can then select a 
product category of interest from the general product directory and, once they have 
downloaded the page related to their selected product category, receive a list of particular 
products that match their skin type and skin tone. 

Excerpts from the consultation are given in Figures 7-12 through 7-15 

Figure 7-12. Clinique.com invites e-customers to an online personal 
consultation Courtesy of Clinique. 

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch05lev1sec3#ch05lev4sec7
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Figure 7-13. The e-customer answers a list of questions. 

 

 

Figure 7-14. E-customers find out their skin type. Courtesy of Clinique. 



 

 

Figure 7-15. E-customers find out which products suit them. Courtesy of 
Clinique. 

 

 

Now, let's look at comparing a personal one-on-one consultation with the online 
consultation by mapping the source domain to the target domain in Figure 7-16. 

It seems that the main benefits of the online consultation, when compared with the 
physical consultation, are: 

• E-customers are not subjected to sales pressure. 
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• E-customers can store products as favorites. 
• E-customers' skintype and favorites can be retrieved and reviewed on future visits. 

(This requires registration, which was listed above as a negative. Note that it is the 
timing of the registration that is the problem and not necessarily the registration in 
itself.) 

• E-customers can receive product information by e-mail after the consultation. 

Figure 7-16. Mapping a physical personal consultation to the clinique.com 
online consultation. 

 

 

The main limitations of the online consultation over the physical one are: 



• The limitations of selecting answers from drop-down lists (i.e., this is a limited 
form of decision support). 

• The online consultation does not take into account Clinique products the e-
customer already uses, or has had experience with. 

• Registration may act as a barrier to receiving advice. 
• The online process does not directly recommend products. Suitable products are 

found as a result of browsing. 

Unleashing the Power of Metaphor 

By identifying the pros and cons of a metaphor (i.e., how the experience in the target 
domain is better, or worse, than in the source domain) we can start to tap into the 
potential of metaphor as a basis for learning and improved communication. Simply put, 
we must minimize the cons and maximize the pros. 

When e-customers apply a metaphor they engage in a creative process—they engage their 
imaginations. The new experience is related to the known experience, but not limited by 
it. The Web offers characteristics, such as its immediacy, intimacy, and interactivity, that 
can be superior to physical characteristics. The Web also opens up a whole new realm of 
experience. To some extent "cyberspace" is a blank canvas on which we can paint. We do 
not need to be chained to our physical world when operating in a virtual world. 

Think of the neighborhood metaphor and how it is executed. Many community sites draw 
strongly on the physical concept of neighborhood. Individuals are collected into locations 
each with its own Web page and allocated a location within the neighborhood. The 
neighborhoods get crowded and the individuals are presented as faceless, nameless 
entities—extrapolating the real-life difficulty of getting to know your neighbors. 
Diversity is inherently restricted and cliques develop. The cons of modern life have been 
transferred to the Web. But, the virtual world offers the transparency and intimacy 
needed for experiences to be shared and created. What new dimensions does this bring to 
the idea of a neighborhood? How does the Web allow us to create superior communities 
online? How can we use the Web to create new ways of thinking about, and doing, things? 
How can we make e-customers' experiences better, smarter, and faster? 

As we start to create new experiences, they in themselves become metaphors for other 
new experiences, and so on. In this way, the real power of metaphor lies in remolding our 
experience. 

Eight Success Factors 

Here are eight success factors for the use of metaphor on customer-effective Web sites: 

1. Be realistic in your choice of metaphor; it is too easy to overpromise and 
underdeliver. 

2. Identify the key elements of the source domain that must clearly translate to the 
target domain. This provides shortcuts for e-customer learning. 



3. Rather than accentuate the limitations of the virtual medium, accentuate its 
positives. The less a concept relies on physicality to be understood, the better it 
will map to the virtual medium. 

4. Address the areas in the source domain that are problematic to e-customers. Make 
the target experience superior. 

5. When choosing metaphors, think about your frame of reference. Have you limited 
yourself to the physical world? What metaphors already exist in the virtual world? 
If your e-customers have been on the Web for a while, the virtual world is also 
part of their frame of reference. 

6. Don't overdo it. The more singular your metaphor is the easier it is for e-
customers to work out what's going on. More than one metaphor can coexist and 
help customers in different ways, but they can also start crowding one another out 
and dilute the focus on what the e-customer is trying to do. 

7. Don't use metaphor if it's not helpful or useful. Well-thought-through and 
presented experiences often don't need to refer to other known experiences to be 
understood. 

8. Successful metaphors are dedicated to facilitating e-customers' pursuits. They are 
grounded in what e-customers are trying to achieve and their motivation for doing 
it. 

Provide Dialogue 
All right, I have to admit that I'm going to climb onto a hobby horse. I don't understand 
why so many Web sites fail to deliberately guide e-customers through critical processes, 
such as an order process. I've seen how exacerbated e-customers get when trying to work 
out what's happening and why. I've felt embarrassed on behalf of the Web site creators 
who were so oblivious to e-customer needs. I believe that Web sites should provide 
dialogue that is useful to e-customers. 

I think there are a number of reasons why e-customers end up frustrated when trying to 
complete a process that is important to them. 

First, we can't predict the random behavior of e-customers, who will explore the Web site 
in whatever, linear or nonlinear, fashion takes their fancy. So we can't presume that e-
customers will progress from one particular screen to another—they may do things in an 
entirely different order from what we expect and come in and out at points we don't 
expect. We don't want to provide dialogue that is irrelevant to where e-customers are at, 
where they've come from, or where they're going. Perhaps this has led to a complete lack 
of dialogue, where it is most needed, as well as the presentation of useful dialogue under 
"help." 

Second, I think there has been a move toward, what I call "minimalist design" at the 
expense of providing the guidance that e-customers need. I believe minimalist design has 
been taken too far; it has led to the removal of vital text, for example, that e-customers 
need to effectively do the things they need to do. Web sites have tended to limit their cues 
to icons and labels—this leads to a nice clean, uncluttered design, but at what expense? 



From talking to many e-customers across many industries, and in relation to many 
different e-services, I have concluded that e-customers like a design that isn't too 
cluttered—they want to be able to see what they can do quickly and easily. But this 
doesn't mean that e-customers wouldn't appreciate some more text-based dialogue to help 
them on their way, particularly in relation to high-involvement processes such as ordering. 

Third, I believe that Web site design has been constrained by reference to the more 
established practice of GUI (graphical user interface) design. The Web offers a much 
richer and more interactive environment that should give us more leverage in how we 
design our interfaces. Web site design has tended to fall back into old paradigms where 
icons and labels have to stand on their own and encapsulate their entire meaning in a 
static entity. 

So how can we provide dialogue that helps e-customers do what they need to do, better, 
smarter, and faster? Well, there are a few simple things we can do such as: 

1. Associating a label with an icon. There is no need to make an icon stand on its 
own—and few will work hard enough for you anyway. And, always use language 
natural to your e-customers when deciding on labels. 

2. Using roll-over text and alttext to provide as much useful description of Web page 
elements as possible. Roll-over text, being text that becomes visible when an e-
customer rolls their mouse over an object, is a good source of additional textual 
information. For example, the dialogue boxes seen in Figures 7-18 to 7-21 would 
be roll-over text activated when e-customers roll their mouse over "Welcome", 
"Product", "Personal" and "Confirm". Alttext, being the text that tags what objects 
are before they download, is a good way of giving more clues to help e-customers 
understand the meaning and purpose of different objects. 

3. Explaining what a tool does (before it gets used) and what results from 
completing a certain process (before it is embarked on). 

And, if we take a customer-effective approach, we will know the key things e-customers 
are trying to do on our Web site, and why. We need to recognize that sometimes we do 
know the process an e-customer is embarking on, especially when that is controlled by 
the Web site. 

When e-customers are faced with discrete processes, such as completing a search, 
soliciting recommendations, making a service request, or completing an order, for 
example, they need help and they need to know what's happened and what's going to 
happen, and why. 

Why can't Web sites use elements such as interface content, navigation, and help together 
to intelligently and proactively guide e-customers through online processes? 

Think of all the concerns e-customers bring to an order process and the things they need 
to know before they will progress to the next step (refer back to Figures 5-11 and 5-12, 
which presented an e-customer order process and a matching interface process). And, it's 
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far from just order processes that suffer from lack of dialogue. Any process that requires 
interaction with e-customers should tell them exactly what's going on, what's going to 
happen before it happens (also refer back to customer directive number 2 "Tell me what I 
get if I do this" and the example of "Blind registration") and what's going to happen next. 

Amazon.com helps e-customers progress through their order process. It offers a 
navigation bar that presents the main steps of the order process, and it introduces discrete 
steps with introductory content that tells e-customers what's going on. These elements 
(navigation and content) combine to provide dialogue that is useful to e-customers. 
Amazon.com's screen presenting password requirements during the order process is 
shown in Figure 7-17. 

Of course, Amazon.com also provides a shortcut ordering process with its one-click 
ordering. Once e-customers are comfortable with your order process, it is not necessary 
to provide the same level of guidance. 

The idea of a guide is one attempt to provide the useful dialogue that e-customers need 
while using a Web site. Unfortunately, few guides are actually that. Most sites that 
purport to offer a guide really offer help only at certain points in an e-customer's 
experience. The label guide overpromises and underdelivers. A guide should show you 
around, not just be there once or twice. We simply don't have the dynamic intelligence of 
what e-customers are trying to do, and the context they are trying to do it in, to offer 
context-sensitive guidance—not yet anyway. When we are able to offer them, guides will 
be a useful feature. 

Figure 7-17. Amazon.com provides some useful dialogue during the order 
process. 

 

 
 

An Example 

If we were going to provide dialogue around an order process, maybe we could combine 
something like Amazon.com's navigation bar, access to help from each stage in the order 
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process, useful introductory content at each step in the order process and roll-over text to 
create the screens shown in Figures 7-18 through 7-21. 

Of course, these screen examples are abstract only and not indicative of any aesthetic 
treatment. In addition, the exact nature of your products and services will affect how your 
order process is structured. This order process assumes that products require some sort of 
set up (i.e., the e-customer needs to activate different product options). As less discrete 
products become available on the Internet, this type of product configuration will become 
more and more common. 

Figure 7-18. A welcome screen providing dialogue during an order process. 

 

 

Figure 7-19. A "product" screen providing dialogue during an order 
process. 

 



 

Figure 7-20. A "personal" screen providing dialogue during an order 
process. 

 

 

See more info, policies, guarantees, FAQs, and contracts 

At any time, even after you confirm 

Figure 7-21. A "confirm" screen providing dialogue during an order 
process. 

 

 



In developing dialogue around this order process, you would need to think about how 
help could really be helpful; FAQs and more in-depth explanation should be specific and 
relevant to what the e-customer is trying to do at the appropriate stage in the order 
process. 

You would also need to consider the fit of this type of navigation with the rest of the Web 
site. If your order process can be handled discretely, and this treatment is not out of place 
on your Web site, then it could be favorable for the process to have its own navigation 
bar and help associated (of course, that help could easily be clicked into from any other 
relevant locations on your Web site). We will discuss navigation, in relation to e-
customer processes, further in the next section. 

Navigation 
A lot of books have already been written about information architecture and navigation, 
and it has become one of the most commonly discussed concepts in Web site design. My 
focus here is to discuss navigation specifically in relation to practices most required to 
create customer-effective Web sites. 

Much has been made of "intuitive" navigation; in fact, it has become a dimension that 
Web sites are rated against by companies involved in benchmarking e-customer 
satisfaction. But what is "intuitive" navigation? 

Ease of use seems to be one of the criteria against which intuitive navigation is judged. 
However, while some interfaces may use a consistent and understandable navigation 
system, that e-customers can easily find their way around, this doesn't mean that it is 
necessarily easy for e-customers to use it to do what they need to. Unless you talk to e-
customers in a meaningful, "doing," context, you may not actually find out whether your 
interface is actually intuitive in the face of e-customer goals and activities. 

Many designers and developers understand the importance of understanding e-customer 
goals when designing a navigation system and this needs to be formally represented in 
research and testing as well as in the measurement of e-customer satisfaction. (Refer back 
to Chapter 3 for a discussion of research and testing techniques for the e-service provider 
and the Web site development company.) 

One of the key determinants of whether e-customers can use an interface easily to do 
what they need to, is the visibility and ease of access to key pieces of information and 
functionality; information and functionality aligned with e-customer activities, or 
"themes" (refer back to Chapter 6 for a discussion of e-customer themes.) 

Deciding the relative visibility of functions and content related to e-customer themes is a 
key decision in the design of a navigation system. You will need to consider how to 
provide obvious paths to the utility your Web site offers e-customers and create a 
seamless path through an e-customer's process. 
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Let's consider some different approaches to navigation and then consider how easily e-
customer themes can be represented in the context of these approaches. 

Types of Navigation Systems 

Generally , navigation systems are organized around certain content categories or 
"dimensions." These dimensions tend to be represented either vertically through frames 
or horizontally through navigation bars. Sometimes, frames and navigation bars are 
combined to allow organization against different sets of dimensions. 

Some of the different dimensions navigation systems are organized around are as follows: 

1. By audience. Some Web sites present content and functionality within discrete 
areas dedicated to different customers. E-customers are required to "self-select" 
themselves or maybe even authenticate themselves on entry to a Web site. This 
can work if your audiences are sufficiently different to warrant different 
categories and if e-customers are willing to be classified (refer back to customer 
directive number 8, "Be careful second-guessing my needs," in Chapter 3.) 

It is inherently more difficult to highlight core pieces of information and utility at 
the home page level because this page is probably dedicated to categorizing e-
customers. However, this doesn't mean that navigation can't be intuitively 
modeled around e-customer themes subsequent to an e-customer's self-selection. 

2. By Information category. Some Web sites aggregate different types of 
information and utility into categories related to the nature of that information and 
utility, "Products and Services," "About Us," "Contacts," "Help," etc. Often e-
customers do not find out what the Web site can do for them until they have 
drilled into a particular information category. 

Inherently, the utility required to perform e-customer activities tends to take a 
lower profile in this navigation system and is often presented as content links 
within the navigation system. 

3. By product or store. Some Web sites that are dedicated to the selection and/or 
purchase of products tend to organize their navigation system around types of 
products or "stores." Amazon.com, for example, offers "Books," "Music," "DVD 
& Video," "Auctions" and "zSHops" within a horizontal navigation bar. Such a 
navigation bar can be combined with other navigation bars or frames to also 
highlight core utility. 

However, you need to be careful of how many layers you use and how well they 
relate to one another. As with the use of metaphor, a singular system that captures 
what it needs to, is best. But, this does not mean that different navigation systems 
cannot be successfully combined within one Web site—it just presents more of a 
challenge for designers and, potentially, e-customers. 
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4. By Web site function. Some Web sites are structured around the core functions 
their Web site offers. This seldom forms the basis of the primary navigation 
system. 

5. By e-customer tasks and processes. Few Web sites seem to structure around this 
dimension explicitly, although some Web sites offer some content and 
functionality, within the framework of the navigation system, under this type of 
categorization. 

Allstatetermlife.com is an exception. Allstate has provided categories such as its 
"Knowledge Center," "Compare," "Get a Free Quote" and "Apply Online," which 
are all directly related to e-customer tasks (see Allstate's home page in Figure 7-
10). Allstate also offers a section called "Tools" related to e-customer functions 
including their "Compare" (see Figure 7-11) and "Estimate Your Needs" 
functions. 

Within the knowledge center, Allstate relates information to e-customer tasks in 
its "Insurance Basics," "Premium and Benefit Influencers," "Benefits of Applying 
Online" and "Glossary" categories. 

The "Knowledge Center" is shown in Figure 7-22. 

Given that this type of organization is most explicitly aligned with what e-
customers are trying to do, it can lead to customer-effectiveness. Of course, the e-
customer tasks and processes all have to be in tune with the e-customer, otherwise 
they will get in the way of what the e-customer is actually trying to do. 

Figure 7-22. Allstatetermlife.com's knowledge center presents information 
categories related to e-customer tasks. Courtesy of Allstate Life Insurance. 
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And nothing is ever simple. Categorizing content and functionality solely against 
e-customer tasks and processes may not be sufficient to capture unknown and 
emerging e-customer activities as well as activities the business wishes to create 
to meet specific business goals. 

There is also a limit to how many categories can be presented in a primary 
navigation system, and you may not be able to visibly present every task e-
customers wish to perform. Therefore, some sort of combination with other 
navigational dimensions may be required to provide the context for e-customer 
activities and the activities themselves. Consider Figure 7-23 where mks.com 
combine "Things to Do" (e-customer tasks) with "Information" and "Products and 
Services" within its primary navigation system. 

As we can see, there are many types of navigational systems, and one system may not 
necessarily result in customer-effectiveness. You need to consider how the navigation 
system seamlessly facilitates e-customer processes and how those processes are made 
visible. 

Figure 7-23. mks.com combines different dimensions within its navigation 
system. Courtesy of mks.com. 
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In addition, during the contextual design process you will be considering how different 
processes relate to one another and can be grouped relative to common e-customer goals 
and functionality (refer back to the customer-effective design process in Chapter 6). The 
grouping of e-customer activities against themes, and the relationships between themes, 
should be overlaid on your emergent navigation system at this point. 

Alternatively, you could use these themes and their relationships as the initial abstraction 
of the navigation system. But, if you do, remember that this may not necessarily be 
enough in itself—other dimensions may need to be provided to create the appropriate 
context and meet business goals. 

Anchors 

The importance of being able to find useful product information is reinforced in the 
GVU's (Graphics, Visualization Center of Georgia Technology Institute) tenth user 
survey. The survey showed that the most important attribute of Web vendor's sites is 
quality information. In addition, the greatest cause for customers to leave a site is not 
finding what they were looking for, followed by the site being disorganized and 
confusing. 

Making it easy for e-customers to quickly and easily locate the information they are 
looking for is key to keeping e-customers on your site before they leave in frustration. 

We provide "anchors" on our Web sites, and these help e-customers work out where to 
get the information they want. We can think of anchors as cues and functions that support 
e-customer behavior and goals. Anchors provide security and stability. 

There are a number of anchoring Web site components; the navigation itself provides a 
support framework, the navigational devices such as icons and labels provide support 
within the framework of the navigation system, and hypertext becomes the syntax that 
anchors an e-customer's movement around a Web site. In addition, search functions 
provide interactive support for information retrieval. 

All of these anchors need to intuitively fit with e-customer goals, activities, and natural 
language. We need to hold up every anchor for inspection in the light of what e-

http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch06#ch06
http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/JVXSL.asp?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/ch07lev1sec4&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0&page=0#ch07lev2sec14#ch07lev2sec14


customers need. If we start to at least recognize these characteristics as anchoring, 
perhaps we will apply more rigor in getting them right on behalf of e-customers. 

The importance of search functions in providing interactive information retrieval has 
been well documented. The degree of customer frustration with search functions has also 
been well documented. It appears that the importance of simple, customer-effective 
searching has been underestimated. Search is key to information retrieval on the Web. 

We need to treat search as a discrete e-customer process, or "theme." As a theme, it 
requires context, dialogue and structure to make it understandable and seamless. In 
addition, we must recognize that search is a circular process where e-customers go 
backward and forward to refine their search on the basis of the results they get. In 
designing around the theme of search, we need to create a circular experience, as seen in 
Figure 7-24. 

Figure 7-24. Search needs to be designed as a circular function. 

 

 

One of the pitfalls in designing search functions is to provide the wrong anchors. A 
search must be done against criteria, such as a keyword, or a selection from one or more 
drop-down lists. Often, the criteria used just do not fit with what e-customers are trying to 
do, or the way they think about products, services, or providers. First, businesses don't 
know their e-customers well enough to identify meaningful search criteria, and, second, 
they use the business' language and not the e-customer's. 

Another pitfall is to expect e-customers to be able to form complex search queries. 
Generally, e-customers will naturally think of keywords or phrases and are not 
experienced with formulating query structures, such as that required in Boolean search 
where e-customers must use rational operators such as "and," "or," and "not," between 
keywords to more finely define search parameters. This may change as people become 
better educated in searching, perhaps in an Intranet environment where they can get 
training and support. In the meantime, ineffectual and complex search functions may well 
be a barrier to some people's adoption of the Web. 

And it's not just the search criteria that are anchors—search results are as well. Search 
results are high-touch objects that also act to orient and ground the e-customer. 
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Filters are also anchors (i.e., selections that allow results to be ordered or restricted, for 
example, by the number of results). 

So we need to create the right anchors in our search criteria, and the filters that can be 
applied to results. Unfortunately, search criteria and results are often problematic. 

If the scope of a search is not clear and there is no dialogue around a search function, e-
customers may not know how to approach searching—they will not be able to form 
appropriate criteria. E-customers search in a context and they need triggers to help them 
search. Many Web sites provide these triggers by offering a number of prompted 
selections through drop-down lists. 

It is not easy to provide the right criteria for prompted selections. E-customers should 
have control, but they also need guidance. As soon as we offer search criteria, against 
which e-customers select, we restrict their choices while offering some shortcuts and 
guidance that could make the search function more useful. 

If e-customers' search criteria is well known to you, you can help e-customers make easy 
and targeted searches. To do this, you must match an e-customer's decision framework 
(i.e., the criteria by which they will decide what they want) with the criteria presented in 
the search function. 

If you get the criteria wrong, you will actually heighten e-customers' inability to find 
what they're looking for. For example, say someone is looking for beauty products and 
the search function allows a search against a number of categories, one being "benefits." 
The e-customer can select from a drop-down list of generic benefits, such as 
"Exfoliating," "Firming," "Tanning," "Not Animal Tested" and "Long-lasting." How well 
will these benefits fit with real customer perceptions? From a marketing perspective, 
aiming at categorizing customer benefits requires a high degree of customer knowledge 
and intimacy. Businesses may be asking for trouble by trying to categorize products and 
their perception of e-customer benefits. It is better to work with lower-risk criteria that 
we know, than criteria we may not. 

Consider another example. Say a professional is looking for a new job. What criteria will 
he or she be deciding against? Will it be location, salary, industry, skills, whether it's a 
contract or permanent position, salary, or something else? And of all of these, which one 
might be the most important to an individual and how should the criteria be combined to 
produce the optimal search results? 

Many search engines anchor job selection against one or two simple criteria such as 
location and type of role (against some predetermined categorization of roles). E-
customers end up having to manually scroll through pages and pages of jobs to manually 
filter results against their own important criteria. The anchors of location and role might 
be insufficient, or wrong, because they don't fit the decision framework of the job seeker. 



Categorization of search criteria can work well when the product or service attributes are 
limited and well understood. In these cases, search can even become central to the 
functionality of the site. 

Figure 7-25. cars.com provides known categories for searching. Courtesy 
of cars.com. 

 

 

Cars.com is able to offer up-front support to e-customers looking for a new car. It can 
probably be pretty sure that the criteria will fall into the categories of "Make," "Price," 
"Model" and "Location." Their refined search, and "Criteria Search," also allow e-
customers to search against other categories such as number of "Doors," "Transmission," 
"Body Style," "Horsepower," and "Mileage," etc. (see Figure 7-25). 

When offering this type of categorized search, it is important to make sure that if e-
customers are unable to make a selection within a category, or choose not to, this does 
not impact on their ability to find results against the categories they have selected against. 
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In addition, you should make sure search criteria are not mutually exclusive. If e-
customers do not want to seek against multiple dimensions at once, an e-customer should 
not be forced to make a selection against your criteria; they should be able to select 
"Any" or "All" against a category if they do not wish to filter results against that 
particular category—for example, price (they may want to see a price range) or location 
(they want to see the different locations in case it's worth their while going further afield). 

In addition, if multiple criteria are activated in one search you must make sure that the e-
customer knows how the different criteria affect one another (e.g., if the search will fail 
without an exact keyword match, then the e-customer might leave this field blank and 
activate selections against other criteria provided). 

And then when search results are presented, they should appear in a context that is 
relative to the search process and the Web site as a whole. E-customers need to know 
where the returned pages fit into the site. The search results page should provide dialogue 
to help the e-customer, and each Web page should carry reference to the site's 
navigational structure. 

Eight Success Factors 

1. Create intuitive navigation systems that fit an e-customer's mental model, support 
the seamless completion of important processes and use e-customers' language 
when labeling content and functionality. The e-customer will easily be able to 
learn by doing when interacting with an interface that makes sense to them. 

2. E-customer themes must be supported within the navigation system. E-customers 
must be able to quickly identify where, and how, they can complete their online 
processes. While e-customer processes may not be the sole dimension on which a 
navigation system is based, they do need to have representation at an appropriate 
level, and that representation must remain visible throughout the process. 

3. It is likely that a customer-effective navigation system will need to combine more 
than one dimension for categorization; for example, e-customer processes and 
information categories, such as in the mks.com example (see Figure 7-23). 

4. Where e-customer tasks aren't directly represented in the navigation system, they 
need to be distinctly represented in content and functionality, such as shortcut 
links or icons. 

5. As with metaphor, don't overdo it. The more singular your navigation system, the 
easier it is for e-customers to work out what's going on. More than one navigation 
system can coexist and help customers in different ways but they can also start 
crowding one another out and dilute the focus on what the e-customer is trying to 
do. 

6. Always provide a meaningful context for searching. This context should allow e-
customers to intuitively form their own search criteria. 

7. Provide triggers and selections such as drop-down lists, but never limit an e-
customer's search. Always make sure that criteria presented for selection naturally 
fit the e-customer's context. 
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8. Relate all anchors to e-customer goals, activities and natural language; every 
anchor provides grounding in what the e-customer is trying to do on your Web 
site. 

Theming–Putting It All Together 
In Chapter 6, we discussed the customer-effective design process, which uses e-customer 
themes as a basis for design and development. 

E-customer themes provide a contextual approach to Web site design. Contextual design 
inherently encapsulates, and directly relates design to, the e-customer's context—and this 
is the core requirement of customer-effective design. 

Here we will further explore the idea of theming. We will explore it as a design discipline 
and refer to our discussion of metaphor, dialogue, navigation, and utility to explore it 
further. We will also drill down into the previous customer-effective design process to 
understand how design concepts are established during this process. 

Theming requires us to inherently design around e-customer themes, or "threads" of 
activity within our Web sites, that allow e-customers to seamlessly complete an online 
process. In the Amazon.com example we identified ten specific e-customer themes "Find 
a Book I Know I Want," "Buy a Book I Want," "Browse Books I Might Be Interested In," 
etc.) and three generic e-customer themes ("Get Help," "Provide Feedback," and "Find 
Out What Is on This Web Site"). 

Embodying e-customer themes with components such as metaphor, dialogue, navigation, 
and utilitarian components results in a framework that allows e-customers to complete the 
online processes they need to. 

We can think of these ten specific e-customer themes as horizontal "cylinders" traversing 
a Web site and encapsulating e-customers' experiences. And we can think of the three 
generic e-customer themes as vertical "threads" that run across the horizontal "cylinders." 
The resulting framework forms the basis for the following Web site concepts: 

1. The core utility the site should offer (i.e., the pieces of functionality required to 
allow e-customers to complete their required processes). 

2. The dialogue required to lead an e-customer through each process. 
3. The type of content required to enable e-customer themes. 
4. The basic navigation that arises from identifying horizontal and vertical themes, 

and the relationships between them. (Remembering that during the customer-
effective design process we were involved in identifying categories of e-customer 
themes and components that were shared by more than one theme. Refer back to 
Figure 6-23 for the design process.) 

We can represent this framework (with five specific e-customer themes and three generic) 
in Figure 7-26. 
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Figure 7-26. Theming results in a starting framework for a customer-
effective Web site. 

 

 

As discussed above under "Navigation," coming up with, and embodying, e-customer 
themes doesn't necessarily result in a complete customer-effective Web site. Sometimes, 
where the Web site is very utilitarian, or when a wider context is not required, theming 
will result in an almost complete Web site concept. 

Generally, however, the theming framework will be a subset of the full, and final, Web 
site framework. An example of this is where additional navigational dimensions are 
required to encapsulate an entire Web site. For example, you might combine the 
dimensions of e-customer processes and information categories in your navigation system. 
This type of navigational system was discussed under "Navigation," and mks.com was 
given as an example in Figure 7-23. 

Considering the relationship of the theming framework to the full, and final, Web site 
framework is useful because it will give us an idea of how easily e-customers will be able 
to locate, and seamlessly complete, their required processes. 

The relationship of the theming framework to the full, and final, Web site framework can 
be represented in Figure 7-27. 

Figure 7-27. The theming framework will be a subset of the full, and final, 
Web site framework 
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The Web site may require additional dialogue to tie e-customer themes and other 
contextual components together, content and utility to perform functions that fall outside 
of e-customer themes, and navigational dimensions and components to complete the 
entire navigational system. 

Of course, Figure 7-27 is an oversimplification of what might happen in real life. The full, 
and final, Web site framework may not simply extend the theming framework. The full, 
and final, Web site framework's navigation system may cut things quite differently from 
the straight horizontal and vertical representation we see in Figure 7-27. However, the 
completion of e-customer processes is at the core of the e-customer's required experience, 
and this may be embodied in some way, and the horizontal and vertical framework 
appeals as a way of achieving this. 

Trying to depict the relationship of the theming framework to the full, and final 
framework, in two dimensions is a real challenge, as much as trying to depict any Web 
site framework themselves in two dimensions is a challenge. 

Perhaps as we get more used to the multidimensionality of Web sites and have tools that 
effectively capture more than two-dimensions, we will become more adept at depicting 
Web sites. And as we become more familiar with the design discipline of theming, and 
better understand how this relates to full, and final, Web site designs, we may be able to 
better represent the relationship between the theming and final Web site framework. This 
is certainly something that I intend to continue to discuss and explore. 
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I would be keen to hear about experiences you have applying the theming approach. 
Together, with sharing and learning, we can all utilize the Web better for the benefit of e-
customers. 

Chapter 8. The Opportunity 
It is time to move past the fads and create connections with e-customers, for better 
business and a better quality of life. 

The Quick and the Valued 
E-customers have put up with a lot on Web sites, but that is going to change as more and 
more new e-service providers come online. While it has been acceptable to lead e-
customers into many new e-services, as customers become more and more Web savvy, 
they become less content with being led and form their own opinions on what e-services 
should be provided and how. 

Those vendors and businesses that have come to the market early will find themselves 
having to continually review their products in light of e-customer feedback to stay 
competitive. Businesses that have sat back and watched others pioneer e-services are able 
to learn from their mistakes and do things better. 

Never before has there been such an opportunity to learn from the pioneers and improve 
on their efforts. As e-service providers strive to create competitive advantage, e-
customers should see a vast improvement in the relevance of online services offered and 
the customer-effectiveness of the Web sites that deliver them. 

Businesses can gain immediate competitive advantage by improving Web interface 
design and development, and the content of this book will give them a head start on doing 
that. The Web interface is the manifestation of e-service strategy, and yet, often it 
devalues the service being provided. Think of online banking and online supermarket 
shopping, a great idea when they first came on the scene, but they were blessed with 
clunky interfaces shackled by adherence to physical metaphors that made finding and 
purchasing products a lengthy and unintuitive process. What will the next generation of 
online banking and supermarket shopping look like? 

And there will be other improvements, that are much more than interface-deep—they will 
be based on new ways of thinking and new ways of doing things. 

But we need to beware of the fads. It's as if we discover new aspects of the Web, aspects 
of its accessibility, intimacy, immediacy, and interactivity, and then flog them to death. In 
doing so, we miss the big picture. We miss the potentiality of the medium. 

We will start to move beyond the fads. 
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We will move past trying to establish brand dominance on the Web. In a medium where 
equality reigns, value and credibility will be created by offering superior e-service rather 
than leveraging known brands. 

We will move past the portal fad, where businesses have battled for some sort of 
"dominance" in creating a "window on the Web." In the context of a medium grounded in 
freedom of choice and limitless connections, the quest for the most significant amount of 
content will fade. 

We will move past the (emerging) fad of personalization and customization for its own 
sake and realize that it's a key part of e-servicing—part of a bigger picture. 

And maybe we will start to innovate. Maybe we will start to focus on the connections that 
can be made between e-customers and businesses and we will foster collaborative e-
services that benefit e-customers, enhance business effectiveness, and create a better 
techno-social environment where individuals and businesses operate on an equal footing. 

And it won't be a battle of content—it will be a battle of connections. Nor will it be a 
battle of the brands—it will be a battle of reputable e-service. 

Neither will it necessarily be a matter of "the quick and the dead." It will be a matter of 
"the quick and the valued." Businesses can quickly jump on the bandwagon of the latest 
fad, but this will not create lasting value. A brief moment of reflection could go a long 
way in ensuring that businesses have a place in the cybercommunity of the future. 

The e-services that most naturally fit around, and enhance, peoples' lives will survive. 
And the definition of what fits with, and enhances, peoples' lives will be constantly 
changing. An assumption that was made today may not stand tomorrow. Herein lies the 
potentiality of competitive advantage—to network with e-customers who are participants 
in online services, to create the change they require. 

We will see new kinds of e-service providers emerging—those that understand the 
collaborative power of the Web and the effect it has on people's lives. E-service providers 
will realize that the Web is a medium that people live with, and that they need help to do 
that successfully. E-service providers will help people manage the anxiety that comes 
along with the information explosion and the demands of coping with constant 
technological change, for example. 

Endeavors 
In getting to where we need to be, there are a number of endeavors we are likely to 
undertake. 
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Toward Multiple Dimensions 

I have a vision in my mind's eye of a Web site that organically represents what e-
customers are trying to do in three dimensions. It is not constrained by navigation that 
inherently reduces orientation to two dimensions. E-customers move through tunnels, 
enter chambers, create objects, change objects, and shift objects. Connections are 
Weblike and e-customers are a living part of that Web. 

Is this virtual reality? Probably not. This is a Web site that escapes the shackles of two-
dimensionality and creates its own meaning and experiences in multiple dimensions. 

Will it require more efficient and sophisticated multimedia capabilities? Probably, but not 
necessarily. 

One thing I know for sure: It will be the product of creative individuals who no longer 
see the Web page as anything, even slightly, akin to a physical page. They will see Web 
"pages" as spaces where interactions dynamically create e-service experiences for e-
customers. E-customer themes are naturally embodied in an active medium. 

Towards Creativity 

Collaboration requires creativity. The Web must develop as a medium where people go to 
create, as much as to review. Actually, the Web is already that medium; the gateways, 
such as browsers, are what present a barrier. Browsers allow you to read and review, but 
they don't allow you to edit. 

Tim Berners-Lee, in his book Weaving the Web, states his desire to see creativity become 
a core part of the Web experience, as follows: 

We should be able not only to interact with other people, but to create with other people. 
Intercreativity is the process of making things or solving problems together. With all this 
work in the presentation of content, we still have really addressed only the reading of 
information, not the writing of it. There is little to help the Web be used as a collaborative 
meeting place. 

In his frustration at not finding the tools needed to collaborate, Berners-Lee decided that 
it was best to try and create them. Berners-Lee talks of developing tools that allow 
participants to write and edit hypertext, and save the results on a server as particular 
versions. 

Maybe Web browsers will start to take a leaf from Berners-Lee's book. 



Toward Customer Integration 

In Chapter 4 we discussed the key decisions businesses will have to make when 
developing their e-service strategy, and one of these was the extent to which the e-
customer would be integrated. 

Figure 4-1 illustrated the potential scope of e-customer integration as a continuum from 
one-way publication to two-way workflow. As e-customers become more integrated, the 
emphasis shifts from content to collaboration as activities become more real-time 
(symmetrical and synchronous). 

Businesses will undertake the endeavor of integrating e-customers into business 
processes, and this will require a shift to working together to get business done. 

And we need to bear in mind, as discussed in Chapter 1, and illustrated by Jim Sterne's 
diagram in Figure 1-1, e-customer expectations are raised as they become more and more 
integrated into the business. 

It may be necessary for industry partnerships to be formed. These partnerships could 
enhance the integration of underlying systems and technologies and, in turn, the seamless 
integration of e-customers across end-to-end business processes. We are already starting 
to see partnerships forming as industries try to achieve the interoperability required to 
support the sharing and transference of data, for example. 

Toward Shared Learning 

As e-customers and businesses become more connected, and e-customers become more 
integrated, e-customers and businesses will be able to learn from each other to create new 
ways of working. 

This will go beyond researching e-customers and building in their feedback throughout 
development. This will be the result of intercreativity (to coin Berners-Lee's phrase) 
because learning results from doing, and we need to do things collaboratively to learn 
from each other. 

Toward Application Development 

In addition, as e-customers become more integrated, and as the industry becomes more 
focused on providing utility (i.e., purpose-built functionality that serves e-customers' 
needs to get things done), development will become more application-centric. 

In other words, development will apply Web-based technologies to specific e-customer 
needs. 

But this doesn't mean that the wheel needs to be continually reinvented. 
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As utility becomes more and more commonplace on the Web, forward-looking vendors 
will start to develop Web-based applications that businesses can buy "off the shelf." 
These applications will be based on an understanding of the generic tasks that need to be 
performed by the users of that technology. Success here will depend on vendors' ability to 
build in the appropriate level of flexibility to allow different businesses to be customer-
effective. It will no longer be acceptable for businesses to be driven by technology 
products rather than by their e-customers. 

A Closing Word 
We are sitting on the verge of an e-service revolution. The Web can come of age as a 
service medium. But, if that is to happen, it's up to us to make it happen. 

And it will happen only when we recognize our e-customers as equal partners in the 
revolution, and become customer-effective. 

Netography 
This book wouldn't be complete without a Netography, but please bear in mind that Web 
pages move and get deleted or replaced. Please refer to a parent Web site if you are 
unsuccessful in accessing a particular URL. 
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http://www.zdnet.com/devhead/stories/articles/0,4413,2253058,00.html
http://hotwired.lycos.com/webmonkey/design/site_building/tutorials/tutorial1.html
http://www.hci.com.au/hcisite/articles/mappingisthe.htm
http://www.wpdfd.com/wpdnav.htm
http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/18981536&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0
http://www.philosophe.com/design/metaphors.html
http://www.philosophe.com/commerce/schemas.html
http://www.baddesigns.com/mswebcnf.htm
http://proquest.safaribooksonline.com/?x=1&mode=section&sortKey=title&sortOrder=asc&view=&xmlid=0-13-087827-8/18981536&k=20&g=&catid=&s=1&b=1&f=1&t=1&c=1&u=1&r=&o=1&n=1&d=1&p=1&a=0


Nielsen, Jakob, "Search and you may find" http://www.useit.com/alertbox/9707b.html 

Philosophe.com, "Considering search: search topics" 
http://www.philosophe.com/search/search.html 

Shneiderman, Ben (Department of Computer Science and Human-Computer Interaction 
Laboratory), "Clarifying Search: A User-Interface Framework for Text Searches" 
http://www.dlib.org/dlib/january97/retrieval/01shneiderman.html#framework 

Web Site Maintenance 
Web Review on Webmastering http://webreview.com/pub/Webmaster 

Webmarketing 
Good directories to get listed on http://www.aia.net.au/success/good-directories.html 

Virtual promote's links to guest tutorials on issues related to Webmarketing 
http://www.jimworld.com/guest.html 

Virtual Promote's list of "cool" sites http://www.virtualpromote.com/hotsites.html 

Reference Web sites 
http://www.afternic.com 

http://www.allstatetermlife.com 

http://www.amazon.com 

http://www.bankofamerica.com 

http://www.cars.com 

http://www.cisco.com 

http://www.clinique.com 

http://www.digitalthink.com 

http://www.ebay.com 

http://www.garden.com 

http://www.indulge.com 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/9707b.html
http://www.philosophe.com/search/search.html
http://www.dlib.org/dlib/january97/retrieval/01shneiderman.html#framework
http://webreview.com/pub/Webmaster
http://www.aia.net.au/success/good-directories.html
http://www.jimworld.com/guest.html
http://www.virtualpromote.com/hotsites.html
http://www.afternic.com/
http://www.allstatetermlife.com/
http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.bankofamerica.com/
http://www.cars.com/
http://www.cisco.com/
http://www.clinique.com/
http://www.digitalthink.com/
http://www.ebay.com/
http://www.garden.com/
http://www.indulge.com/


http://www.mks.com 

http://www.philosophe.com 

http://www.secretsites.com 

http://www.statusfactory.com 

http://www.useit.com 

http://www.ventana.com 

http://www.webswap.com 

Note: the above URLs relating to suppliers are not supplier endorsements. They are, 
simply, good and useful reference materials. 
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