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Introduction – From the Editors Desk


Last week I attended a meeting with a large engineering corporation who were beginning to formulate the vision and route for their Internet strategy.  An advertising company started the meeting with a presentation of how they perceived the structure of their website.  Once again, I had to sit there while this advertising company presented an Internet Strategy for an engineering company that is doomed to generate less traffic than a wayward country road!





The strategy proposed will give an engineering user as much reason to visit the website as watching paint dry.  When you think of what would get the interest of a user the comment "How about we do an intriguing Corporate profile?". I'm sure that next month they will probably come back to re-read that really interesting corporate profile! (not)





Therefore, this newsletter has been compiled to provide you with an Internet strategy that will enable your company to formulate and design a website to cater for your company and client needs.  Click on www.engnetglobal.com/tips/newsletter2.asp 





Website Design Tips for the Engineering Industry


Purpose & Objective for the Website


Website Target Market


Website Structure
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Website Design Tips for the Engineering Industry:





1.	Introduction


When establishing a website, some very pertinent questions needs to be asked.  Such as:


"How can we use our website to enhance customer service?",


"What needs can be catered through our website?",


“What is the sole purpose of our site?”,


“What objectives do we want to achieve?”,


"What target market are we aiming for?”,


These are questions companies deal with daily, but there are many websites being published without having had these vital questions answered, with the result that they prove to be ineffective.  Another important aspect to be determined is the website structure, considering ease of navigation, quick and efficient means of locating what exactly the visitor is searching for.





Purpose and Objective for the Website:





2.1.	Sell Products & Services - E-Commerce


The ultimate aim of a website would be to generate more business for the company whether it be through keeping existing customers happy, selling to new markets, or expanding customer knowledge of your company that they would begin to utilise more of your products and services. How can you make it easier for your customer to buy from you?





Make it so easy for a user to buy your products that even if you are more expensive they would buy from you because of the hassle-free experience


With services, why should they use your company over another?


Consider E-Commerce for automated ordering


�



2.2.	Marketing the Company


When marketing your company you are building awareness in your customer's minds. Whether it be a company name, brand name, service or new product that has been developed, you will need to think clearly of how to communicate this message effectively through the use of your website (other Internet marketing methods will be covered in future newsletters).





What do you want to communicate to your users?





2.3.	Export Markets – Expanding into International Markets


The Internet has made the world a much smaller place, previously we would think twice about dealing with companies overseas.  With the Internet you have effective access to a company whether they are next-door or overseas.  I have seen many cases where an individual was looking for a product locally and after getting frustrated with local search engines, they attempted 'Yahoo!' where they found what they were looking for.  They then proceeded to buy the product overseas instead of making use of the competent local products and once again that country had lost out on a valuable income source.





To convince someone to buy locally rather than internationally, you need to be able to provide more information, so that the person can answer all their questions through your website.  If they do not find the answers on your website they will merely go to the next website on the search engine list.  It is a fallacy to think by supplying a summary and your telephone number that users will go to the effort to phone you for more information.  That is defeating the entire purpose.





For 24 hours a day, and seven days a week, a website should thought of as your very own sales representative where prospective clients can walk into the sales office and provide the client with a full colour catalogue, entailing all the relevant detail that is required.





Consider what type of people will be viewing the website and what information they will require.  Internationally, sufficient detailed information needs to be provided so that the visitor can determine whether or not the product or service is suitable.  Attempt to answer as many questions as possible that the user may ask by providing good information.





2.4.	Product and Service Awareness – (Expand Existing Customer Knowledge)


There have been many instances where potential customers are not fully informed of the full range of products or services a company offers, which results in the ineffective use of the company’s resources.


This is another area where the website proves to be extremely useful, as the entire product range is displayed detailing all important product information.  Therefore, by providing the customer with the relevant product/service detail, vital product awareness is created.





A write-up of the various projects completed by the company and their applications enables the visitor to identify with these examples, and helps in the product selection process.  With this previous experience list and detailed previous project write-ups, the visitor can view exactly what the company’s services entail, their capabilities, and the value of the contracts relevant to their inquiry.





Help users identify a need with your products or services, by providing applications where your company's products and services have been used in industry. 


Display entire product/service range effectively to ensure that products are easy to find i.e. direct users from the homepage in the best possible way.


�



2.5.	Provide Customer Service & Assistance - Assist in becoming a Customer Partner


The market requires information that will enable them to make the correct selection of the necessary products/services and to assist them in their work.





The website can be used as a tool that provides expertise in the form of relevant technical information, on-line design calculation, information for design and estimating purposes, and specific knowledge of relevant products and services that make the engineers job as easy as possible.


This also reduces the time spent by the supplier in providing customers with information in the form of costly faxes and brochures that become obsolete within a short space of time, this way the customer can obtain, up-to-date information any time of the day.


This cultivates a sense of partnership between engineer and supplier and entrenches in the engineers mind that this supplier is interested in furthering good customer relations.





Consider what type of information, customers require for designing a project, tendering or buying.  Ask how your company can utilise the website in providing this relevant information.





2.6.	E-Commerce


E-Commerce is receiving a huge amount of media attention, and the figures are available for us to see that E-Commerce is growing in leaps and bounds.  Security continues to put many people off, but these issues have been dealt with to a large extent with new technology and software being developed.  Things will improve all the time.





There are certain products and services in the Engineering industry where it would not be feasible to select a product online to purchase.  The transaction, paperwork and communications could certainly be reduced and conducted online, but there is too much design work needed before an order can even be placed.





However, certain aspects of a purchase for complex products can be ordered online by providing facilities on your websites where users can select various scenarios, and they will be presented with the correct item or part number that can then be ordered directly.





We are seeing many companies that are starting to order online through a website, and are being billed on account.  This is working well and we can expect to see more and more of this.  When direct bank transfers become common practice it will aid in streamlining the ordering process.  The main hindrance to this is the individual company’s policy, limiting online purchases.





Save company and users time by providing on-line ordering.





3.	Website Target Market


3.1.	Executives & Managers


This group requires an executive overview of what a company is about.  Product or service information is required in a general overview, as well as a list of applications where products have been used previously.


3.2.	Buyers or Procurement


Require assurance that they are purchasing a high quality and trustworthy product, typically illustrated in previous projects, examples of large clients, experience lists etc. in order to make the correct buying decisions.


3.3.	Engineers & Designers


Technical information in the form of specifications and product information is required to enable engineers to create accurate designs.


�



3.4.	International Market


Potential customers on the other side of the globe need to determine whether your company is the correct company that will meet their specification and standards. We need to ask ourselves what information would be relevant in order for these potential customers to make such decisions.





4.	Website Structure


The website structure needs to be carefully designed and determined in order to provide the customer with the most efficient and effective navigation able site, while supplying the correct information.  It is vital that they locate their required information quickly and efficiently without having to sort through irrelevant information that could possibly cause him to waste valuable time.





4.1.	Home Page - Website Reception


The homepage of a website can be considered the reception area of a company.  The function of the reception is to assist the visitor by providing an overview of the company and then directing the user to the specific department they require efficiently and with a smile.


From the homepage the visitor should be able to establish who the company is and what the company’s functions are. After the visitor has determined who or what the company does, he must be able to select the relevant department for further information. Therefore, we need to direct the visitor in the best possible way from your reception (Homepage).





Make suggestions on what information should be supplied on the homepage in order to direct the customer to the relevant ‘department’ or individual company.





4.2.	Company Profile


For visitors who require a complete picture of who your company is, what you do, the duration of its existence, brief history, location, facilities, operations, etc.  Provide brief to the point information with pictures.  Remember, don't bore your customers with waffle, provide only relevant information.





4.3.	Products/Services


When dealing with visitors or customers, our aim is to be as helpful and hospitable as possible to ensure a mutually beneficial working relationship.  This should apply to the website as well by ensuring that we fulfill the needs of each individual visitor.  By providing the user with an efficient, useful and easily navigable structure we are facilitating the information search process by making their task a lot simpler, and are simultaneously catering for their individual needs by providing the correct product/service information.  Therefore, the visitor has a clear understanding of the services and products offered.


Here is a template that has proven effective, upon selecting the appropriate product they are then presented with the following:





Keep target markets in mind





4.3.1.	Pictures


The visitor is presented with a general product catalogue where pictures of the products appear as thumbnails (small images) to ensure quick download time.  The thumbnails can then be clicked on for larger, more detailed, full screen images.


As the saying goes, “One good picture is worth a thousand words.”  This is obvious especially when one is illustrating the individuality of each product as it provides visual identification.





4.3.2.	Overview


Beneath the thumbnail pictures a product synopsis is added in order to provide an introduction and general information regarding the product and its applications or uses.  This is useful for the visitor who is attempting to determine whether a product is correct without having to read through all the detailed information, as well as that is provides sufficient information for the executive market who requires information quickly and simply at a glance.


�



Once the visitor has selected the correct product or service, they are able to read further detailed information by clicking on the relevant hyper-linked sections.





4.3.3.	Product Range


Listing a wide product range proves effective when it’s linked from the main product page where the visitor can drill down to information on the relevant specific product within the range.


4.3.4.	Applications


Providing examples of applications where the products have been successfully used has proved very effective in proving their competency, as well as ensuring their success rate.  Again, a brief synopsis of each example is provided, and the visitor can view more detailed information of the services performed on the particular projects through hyper-links to the Projects section.





4.3.5.	Specifications & Datasheets


Visitors, and especially engineers, need to know the boundaries of the products listed for design work.  For instance, they may visit the site purely to obtain the load capabilities of structural steel for calculation purposes, which should be displayed generally in table format for easy reference.





4.3.6.	Price List


Not all companies are suited to providing standard price lists, however should a company have a standard price list it is worthwhile listing it as it meets the needs of visitors requiring up-to-date pricing.


4.3.7.	Detail


The benefit of the Internet is that it isn’t costly to provide detail.  Previously, companies were limited by the amount of detail they were able to provide their customers in the form of brochures due to expensive printing costs and the updating thereof.  We believe in providing a well structured website with all the detail on the relevant products, so that if the information needs to be updated, it can be within a short few hours at a minimal expense.


It is important to provide details on the type of services offered, such as project planning, quality procedures, efficient management, motivated work force, and quality work.





4.4.	Online Calculators and Designers


Online calculators and designers is one area that can be tapped to provide the best possible customer service.  By providing the tools to your users to easily calculate the product required based on your products range, this will save them time and hassles and keep them returning to use your online tools regularly.





4.5.	New Technologies & Innovations


Describe how the company is moving forward with new innovations, as well as how the company is doing things differently to its competitors. Provide quick details of Research and Development projects that are conducted by the company and where possible the results of applications.





4.6.	New & Current Projects


In discussions with customers we usually provide information about the latest project we have acquired and how we are proceeding with it.  This section informs the customer of the new and current projects, how it was obtained, the project overview, project scope, what products/services are involved, project planning, and current status or progress.





4.7.	Completed Projects


In a projects/service related company, previous projects effectively form the portfolio or show case of a company.  By providing the visitor to the website with a list of completed projects, they are able to determine exactly what the company’s capabilities are by the size and location of projects completed.


�



Providing a list of projects with pictures and a brief write up of the project is simply not sufficient.  One needs to supply detail of each individual project such as:





Why it was awarded,


What new innovations/technologies were used,


What the company did differently to the competition,


What awards/achievements were obtained,


What the value and size of the project was,


What design solutions were provided to overcome limitations.





Provide two or three clear and informative pictures of completed projects that can be clicked on to enlarge detailed images.





4.8.	News


When providing a news section, you need to make sure that you are providing News and not outdated articles about the company that are never updated.  We also recommend building up a Email list so that you can inform your users about the latest news and direct them to your website.





4.9.	Contact Details, Branches & List of Directors


Provide details and a list of contact persons, it is always nice to know that you can direct your Email to a specific person.  It is also recommended to provide details of branches so that users can save time by contacting the relevant branch, as well as to illustrate where your company is represented in the world.
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