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1. THE SECRET OF A SUCCESSFUL WEBSITE
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In this chapter
‣ Your missing manual

 Battling information overload

 Seeing the bigger picture

 Having a “need to know” mentality

‣ Balance conflicting priorities

 Making your site easy to use

 Providing access for all

 Producing aesthetic appeal

 Facilitating development

 Creating killer content 

 Focusing on objectives

‣ Define your role

 Having a vision

 Be an advocate

 Evangelize your site

 Managing your content

 Populating initial content

 Keeping content fresh

 Ensuring a consistent message and tone

 Coordinating your projects

 Resolving disagreements

‣ Plan for the future

 Evaluating your objectives

 Refining your website

 Promoting your site
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1 The secret to a 
successful website
It is surprising how many times I get asked the million-dollar 
question:

“What is the secret to a successful website?”

Of  course there is no single answer to this question. However that 
does not stop people trying to find one. Some have suggested it’s 
about hiring the right web design agency; others have put it down to 
the importance of  usability testing. I have even read articles 
proposing that well written code is the key.

I would not be foolish enough to suggest I have an answer. However 
in my decade of  working on client websites I have noticed a 
recurring pattern. The sites that seem to succeed are those that have 
a well informed, passionate website manager at the helm.

No single thing makes a site successful, but a good website manager 
will put into place the elements that give a site a fighting chance.   

The question should not be “what is the secret to a successful 
website?” but “how do I become a great website manager?” 

The problem is no definitive manual exists explaining how to do the 
job. In this chapter we start the process of  becoming a better 
website manager by examining the role itself. What does it mean to 
be a website manager and how can it be done successfully?
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Your Missing Manual
The lack of a manual defining the role of website manager is  only part of the problem. 

There is also a lack of  training that normally helps people get to grips with a role. 

I am sure it will not be long before training does  start to appear. There are already 
numerous  courses  for web designers  and developers. It seems  only natural that website 

managers will be next. Meanwhile, this book endeavors to be your missing manual.

That is not to say this  book is  the only resource one can turn to when learning how to be a 

website manager. Infact, there is  a plethora of information both in print and on the web. 

The problem is  not too little information, but too much. Knowing how to handle this 
plethora of information, focus  on what is  important and maintain the bigger picture is 

crucial to the success of  your role.

Battling information overload
In this  digital age, we all suffer from 

information overload. However, when it 

comes  to learning how to run a successful 
website, the problem seems  to be 

particularly acute. 

There are millions  of web pages dedicated 

to every conceivable aspect of website 

management, from usability testing to 
search engine placement. 

The offline world is  no better. There are 
hundreds  of books  covering the various 

facets  of web design. Add to these 

conferences, magazines, seminars, and workshops, and it become impossible to identify 
what you need to know.

The problem is  made worse because sources can often be out-of-date due to the rapid 
development of  the web. This leaves the reader confused as to current best practice. 

With so much information available from books, 
websites, magazines, conferences and even 
podcasts there is simply too much to learn.
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Populating initial content
If content responsibilities  are the most time-consuming aspect of a website managers' role, 

then content population in the initial build phase of a website is  the most demanding 
element of that. Writing and collating content for a website is  a huge undertaking and the 

biggest reason that web projects fall behind schedule.

Website managers  often underestimate the time involved in pulling together content from 
different sources and re purposing it in a format suitable for the web.

Keeping content fresh
Even after the initial site has  been launched your responsibility towards content does  not 
end. There is also a need to keep the content fresh and up-to-date. 

A website manager needs  to continually source new content, review existing copy and 

update as  necessary. New content such as  news  stories  are required to keep users  coming 
back for more.

Ensuring a consistent message and tone
The job of generating content can become too big for a single person. You may choose to 
solve this  problem by reuse existing content or turning to others  for help. These 

approaches are perfect ly val id. 

However, they do present the danger of 
inconsistency in both tone and content. 

It is  the website managers  job to ensure 
that the site speaks  with a single unified 

voice.

You will need to review each new piece 
of content added to a your site. Does it 

use the same tone of voice used 
elsewhere on the site? Is  the writing 

style the same? Are the facts  quoted in 

line with what is already being shown?

Without a website manager ensuring consistent tone 
a website can appear to have a split personality with 
different sections written in different ways.
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In chapter 5 (Creating killer  content) we will talk more about generating content but for now 

all you need is  a clear picture of the manager’s  role in the process. That role involves, 
coordinating, generating, and standardizing content.

Coordinating your projects
Content contributors are not the only people who need managing in a web design project. 

There are designers, developers, usability experts, hosting companies, and many more. 

Although frequently the website manager turns  to a web design agency to handle the 

management of these roles, it is inevitable that some management will be required 
internally. For example, internal sign off is  often required for project components  such as; 

budget, design, and content.

Unfortunately the final role most website managers have to fulfill is unofficial referee.

Resolving disagreements
Running a website is  about compromise. There are compromises  in content and which 

sections of the organization get the highest priority. There are compromises  between the 
different pillars of  web design and there are compromises over budget and time scales. 

It is your job as website manager to resolve disagreements over priorities
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The various stakeholders have different perspectives on what is  important. It is  the website 

managers  responsibility to break any stalemates  that occur by finding the middle ground. 
Ultimately, somebody has to be the decision maker and that is the website manager.

Recognizing your role is  an important step in being a great website manager, but it is not 

the end of the journey. It is  also important to realize that the role is  an ongoing one and 
that the work of  a website manager is never done.

Planning for the future
Many organizations  underestimate the enormity of the job faced by website managers, 

because they fail to grasp that it is  a long term commitment. This  explains  why so few 
organizations have full time website managers  despite their website being considered an 

important asset. Although there is  a general acceptance that a website manager is  required 
to “sort the website” there is  little conception that this  is  an ongoing role. A website 

manager is  needed through the entire life 

cycle of a website to ensure that it evolves 
and remains successful.

Let’s  look in more detail at what is 
involved in running a website post 

launch.

Evaluating your 
objectives
A website manager should be constantly 
evaluating the website’s  objectives  and 

asking if its overall vision and direction 
need changing. This  does  not need to 

happen on a daily basis  but should be 

done every few months. 

Website management is a cycle of planning, 
building, and growing your site. You should be 
constantly evaluating, and making changes based 
on what you learn. If you do not your site will 
stagnate and eventually die.
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When reviewing your site it is important to consider questions such as:

‣ Have the underlying objectives of  the website changed?

‣ How is the site performing against its success criteria and are they still relevant?

‣ What is the competition doing and how are we performing against them?

‣ How has the target audience changed and what do they say about the site?

In the next chapter, we will look in detail at this  subject. All you need to know at this point 

is  that your objectives  need to be reviewed regularly and that you should be refining the 
site based on changes that arise.

Refining your website
Responding to changes  in site objectives 

can manifest itself in various  forms. For 
example, if the success  criteria for the site 

are not being met, then that needs  to be 
addressed. Equally, if the competition is 

luring away your visitors  then the site 

needs  to be altered to encourage them 
back.

This continual “tweaking” of your site 
happens in three ways:

‣ Changes to the design,

‣ The introduction of  new functionality,

‣ The addition, deletion and editing of  content.

For example, the luxury holiday service I mentioned earlier might respond to increased 
competition by adding a flight price comparison tool (new functionality). This  would be 

appealing to users  and will draw them away from the competition. Alternatively, they 

might add reviews of  existing destinations (new content) to encourage repeat visitors. 

Constantly evaluate your site looking for ways the 
design, content or functionality can be improved.
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Finally, they could refine the design based on user opinion to make it easier to navigate 

(changes to design).

Responding to user comments  is  often the best way of refining your website. Later we will 

address  how to gather user feedback and use it to inform the changes  you make. However, 

first we need to address the last of  a website managers’ ongoing roles, site promotion.

Promoting your site
Budget is  rarely assigned to employ a specialist in site promotion and so it often falls  to the 

website manager to fulfill this  role. The visitors  coming to your website will decline if you 
do not actively and regularly promote it.

There are four approaches that can be combined to effectively promote your site:

Type Description

Offline promotion
Offline promotion includes letterheads, business cards, signage, phone 
systems and other marketing collateral.

Email marketing
Email can be a powerful marketing tool to drive new traffic and a good 
way of  encouraging existing users to return to your site.

Search mechanisms
Search mechanisms are more than good placement on Google. It also 
includes pay per click campaigns and social networking tools. 

Guerilla marketing
Guerilla marketing is a catchall term for lost cost marketing methods. 
It includes techniques like forum speeding, viral marketing, blogging 
and even podcasting.

You can promote a website in a number of different ways. The table above gives you a basic outline of 
the key methods we will be exploring in more depth later in this book. 

Later we will explore how a website manager might begin to promote his  site through the 

above techniques. For now it is  important to understand that site promotion requires  a 
regular commitment (either internally or externally). It is  important to decide right from 

the outset who will be responsible for this work.
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Next Actions
We started this  chapter by asking “what makes  a successful website.” Our answer was  “a 
good website manager.” This  led us  to ask “how do I become a good website manager?” 

We have looked at the role and its  associated responsibilities  attempting to understand it 

better. However, I would like to end this  chapter by proposing three tangible actions  you 
can take to embrace the role.

‣ Action one: Formalize  the role  – It is  important that your role of website manager 
is  formalized. The best way to formalize the role is  for it to be written into your job 

description. At the very least your responsibilities  should be clearly defined and time 

allocated to the role. Go to management and discuss exactly what is expected.

‣ Action two: Set aside  regular time – Just because the role has  theoretical time 

allocated to it does  not mean your website will get the attention it deserves. Try to 
ring fence a certain amount of time every week that will be dedicated to the 

website. Don’t allow more pressing responsibilities  to push that time out. This  will 

allow you to review the progress of  your site and ensure it is updated and promoted.

‣ Action three: Review and plan before  proceeding  – Even if you believe you 

have a clear picture of what needs  doing on your website I would encourage you to 
pause for a moment. Set aside a block of time to review the current state of your 

online presence. With deadlines  immanent, and management keen to see results  it is 

tempting to focus  on site build or promotion. However resist the temptation to rush 
in.  Plan your next step.

Planning is  crucial to the success  of a website. It is  where you understand the background 
to your web project, define its  objectives and decide how its  success will be measured. 

Planning allows  opportunity to assess  the competition, review your existing site, and better 

understand your target audience. Without careful planning a project is  left floundering. It 
is hardly surprising then that it is planning we address in the next chapter.




