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Small Business Guide to Websites 
 
If you don’t have a website, you should. As noted, 40% of small businesses don’t have a website and 
almost 75% don’t have e-commerce. 
 
As we turn the corner in this pandemic, having a website strategy will help you recover more quickly and 
reach new markets. 
 
The numbers don’t lie. Eighty percent of Americans do online research before they make a purchase. That 
translates into roughly 230.5 million potential customers who are shopping online, comparing prices and 
completing purchases. That’s just in the United States. Ninety-five percent of all customers and two-thirds 
of the world’s purchasing power lie overseas. 
 
Building a website is a lot easier than it used to be. Especially with our Go Global program, which pairs you 
with a qualified design firm who can build a website that meets your business’ needs, whether you want to 
bring in more customers or sell online. 
 

First things first 
 
Before you contact a web design company, you want to do some homework first. 
 

1. Designate a project manager 

 
As a small business owner, you have a lot of things on your plate already. It’s probably best to have someone 
else manage your web design project. These days, a lot of younger employers are pretty savvy when it comes 
to the Internet. See if someone wants to take on the challenge of managing your web project from start to 
finish. Even better if they have some basic knowledge of marketing and sales, but they can pick that up as they 
go. Remember, a website is the front window of your business; it needs to be professional, easy to navigate 
and drive leads or sales to your company. 
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2. Identify the end goal 
 
When your website is ready to launch, what role is it supposed to do for you? Is it a marketing tool, lead 
generator, communication vehicle or sales powerhouse? Understanding what you want your site to do before 
the work begins will help you ensure that the site will be appropriately aligned with your expectations and will 
help guide you, your project manager and the design team in everything you do. 
 
Common goals include: 

• Generating leads 
• Building relationships 
• Increasing awareness 
• Influencing public policy 
• Providing research and guidance 
• Booking appointments or reservations 
• Increasing sales 
• Communicating with stakeholders 
• Engaging in international trade 

 

3. What you will need 
 
Before we dive headlong into the process, let’s look at the various components of a website so that you can 
see how it all fits together. 
 

• Domain Name: This is the name of your website. Think microsoft.com, cnn.com, facebook.com, etc. 
Think of it as your online business address. It’s the address someone needs to enter or click on to visit 
your website. 
 

• Server Host: This is a company that rents space for storing all the files related to your website. Think of 
it as a warehouse for all your data. 
 

• Content Management System (CMS): This does all the heavy lifting when it comes to the design, 
functionality and presentation of your site. WordPress is the most common CMS out there and is free. 
 

• Plug-ins. These add features to your website. They are CMS-dependent and allow you to add e-
commerce and tech support or will enable you to accept appointments. 
 

• SSL: This helps secure your website. It is officially known as a Secure Sockets Layer. When you 
see https instead of http in the web address or a lock icon that is closed, it means the site is secure 
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enough to handle customer data and credit card transactions. 
 

• Ecommerce: This plugin allows you to sell products or services and accept payments in a secure, real-
time environment. We have an entire tutorial on adding or integrating e-commerce into your website. 
 
 

4. Getting started 
 
The first decision is who is going to do the work. You can go the do-it-yourself route is you wish, but the Go 
Global program has already vetted some great designers that you can work with.   
 
Your designer will help you:  
 

• Develop a unique look for your website that matches your branding and doesn’t look like your 
competitor. 

• Free up your time and energies to work on other aspects of your business. The learning curve can be 
time-consuming, especially if you’re trying to do e-commerce on your site since there is a lot of setup 
required for taxes, shipping, etc. 

• Provide ongoing support for the site, including search engine optimization (SEO) and system updates. 
 
 
If you hire a web design firm, a few quick tips: 
 

• Whenever possible ask that your designer provide you with a fixed-cost bid for an agreed upon scope of 
work. Hourly rates can consume a limited budget quickly. Just know that if you go with a fixed-cost, you 
have to agree to the terms as well so that your design partner can make a living too.  

• Have them break out the costs for maintenance, site upgrades, content (if you want them to provide the 
writing services), hosting fees, etc., separately. 

• If they will be registering your domain name, purchasing plugins, an SSL certificate or any other part of 
your website, make sure that you have access to the logins and are listed as the owner of these assets. 

• Ask for references and contact information for other clients of the company so you can ask them about 
their experiences and satisfaction. 

• Always get two to three quotes for design services. Prices, capabilities and services will vary widely. If 
you’re having trouble comparing apples to apples, ask for clarification. 

• If you feel comfortable working with a designer that is not local, consider putting your project up for bid 
on a site like upwork.com or guru.com. 

• If you want to do e-commerce, make sure the person or company you are hiring has done e-commerce 
in the past. Trust us; you don’t want to be their first customer. 

• Make sure the company assigns all copyrights and ownership of site assets to you, outside of anything 
that may be proprietary to them. 

http://mystartup365.com/i-want-to/sell-online/e-commerce/
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Pro Tip: If you’re going to have someone build you a site or plan to do it yourself, you will probably want to 
choose WordPress as your content management system. It runs roughly 30% of the Internet and has a 
large developer community that is always working on new features and capabilities. Updating content is 
fill-in-the-blank easy and very much like working with Word documents. Some server rental companies also 
offer their own managed version of WordPress which makes installation even easier. Companies 
like ionos.com offer an automated setup of WordPress that handles everything for you, allowing you to get 
up and running in no time. 

 

5. Checklist 
 
Assemble your assets 
Before the building can start, you need content. Start by collecting your visuals in .jpg or .png format, including 
your logo. If you know the hex codes for your business colors (they are expressed as six-digit number/letter 
sets such as #000000), add them to your worksheet along with the fonts you use, addresses to your social 
media, and photos you want to use. If you are supplying the copy, put it all into a single Word document with 
the desired page location included (About Us, Contact Us, What we Offer, etc.). 
 
Get a domain name 
Choosing a domain name can be challenging. The Internet has been around for decades now, so most of the 
really good domain names are gone, especially those that end in .com. There are other, newer domain name 
roots (the part after the period) such as .biz, .info, .pizza, etc., so you may be able to use your company’s name 
if you’re willing to use one of these newer naming roots. 
 
Your design company can help you find options. Or you can do a little search yourself. To find a name, you’ll 
want to go to a site like godaddy.com, ionos.com, or networksolutions.com. Enter the desired name, and if it’s 
not available, these sites will offer up alternative names that are available. Sometimes you are also offered the 
option of purchasing the name you really want… for a price. Cybersquatters register names they think someone 
will want down the road and attach a higher price to them. 
 
When choosing a name: 

• Make it easy to remember and difficult to misspell. 
• Include your business name, slogan or brand. 
• Keep it as short as possible (e.g., www.tricolorpasta.com) 
• Consider adding keywords that describe what it is you do (e.g., www.ginospizza.com) 
• Consider adding your location (e.g., www.jmlawseattle.com) 

 

https://www.ionos.com/hosting/managed-wordpress?ar=1
https://www.godaddy.com/
https://www.ionos.com/
https://www.networksolutions.com/
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When you register your domain name, you’ll be given the option of letting it be public or keeping it private. A 
private registration costs more, but keeps your personal information – name, location, contact information – 
out of the public eye, which means less spam in your email box and fewer sales calls. 
 
A domain name should cost you between $12 and $25 per year, but some design companies include this price 
in a hosting package, which will cover in a moment. 
 
Choose your platform 
As noted, our recommendation is WordPress, but there are others that your design partner may recommend, 
including drag-and-drop site builders such as Squarespace, Weebly and Wix. If you choose WordPress, you will 
also need to have a “theme” for your site. A theme is part of the under-the-hood programming that creates the 
design of the site. Many of these are free; others have an annual or one-time cost. Again, your designer can 
provide you with several options to choose from that can then be modified. 
 
Get hosting 
A server is nothing more than a hard drive connected to the Internet. It stores all your files, and when someone 
types in your domain name, it points to the server at your hosting company. The server, in turn, sends the files 
back to the computer of the requestor, and the files assemble in the browser (Chrome, Explorer, Safari, etc.). 
 

Geek Time: When you type a domain name in, your request shoots from your computer to a bunch of 
other computers around the world, asking for directions. The domain name is actually a series of 
numbers (199.113.134.33). Once a computer says, “Yeah, I know where that is,” the request is sent to 
the corresponding server. It then fires back all the file links through the Internet to your computer’s 
browser. This all happens in milliseconds, even though the request may stop a dozen or so servers 
along the way asking for directions. 
Some of the most popular server hosts 
are GoDaddy.com, Ionos.com, Bluehost.com and HostGator.com. 
 

Again, your web design partner can make recommendations. Regardless, know that every server company is 
different. Some are better than others. You don’t need a dedicated server of your own. Instead, ask for a shared 
server plan, which can cost as little as $2.95/mo. Many hosting companies offer the domain name registration 
for free, so ask your design partner if the domain name is included in the cost or if you will have to renew it 
every year for an additional cost. Also ask if the server plan offers a free SSL certificate with a new account. 
You will need that is you are doing e-commerce. 
 
You will also have the option of getting email accounts with a server host. This is highly recommended. Having 
emails such as info@yourdomain.com is far more professional than having a Gmail or Hotmail address. Plus, 
customers will be able to contact you at steve@yourdomain.com instead of stevieboy11@gmail.com. 
 

https://wordpress.com/
https://www.godaddy.com/
https://www.ionos.com/
https://www.bluehost.com/
https://www.hostgator.com/
mailto:info@yourdomain.com
mailto:steve@yourdomain.com
mailto:stevieboy11@gmail.com
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When comparing server plans, pay particular attention to bandwidth. Ideally, you don’t want to buy a plan that 
has a cap on data. Some lower-cost plans charge additional fees for any bandwidth above a set amount, which 
can add to your monthly costs. Again, ask your design partner for options if you are building a new website or 
want to move your existing one to a server that supports more features or a specific content management 
system. 
 
Choose a theme 
As noted earlier, most content management systems use a “theme” to control the site’s look and its features. 
Some of these are very rudimentary, and you will soon find yourself running into frustrating dead ends when 
you want to move a particular piece of content someplace else on the page, and the theme won’t let you. 
Better to invest in a flexible theme that will never dead end. Elementor is one such option, though it still has 
certain limits in customizing the look and feel of a web page or the entire site. At the other end of the spectrum 
is Elegant Themes’ Divi theme, which allows you to customize nearly every aspect of a page’s look and feel, 
from the margins and columns to the buttons and fonts, all with a couple of clicks. The theme also allows you 
to create master elements that, when updated, will change the content or design element wherever it appears 
on the site. It’s about $250 for a lifetime license that includes updates that often arrive weekly. 
 
If you have a design company working with you, discuss theme options with them. Your theme will be one of 
your most important decisions when it comes to building an online presence. 
 
Optimize your site’s architecture 
The architecture is how people move through your site. It starts with the navigation buttons and content should 
be grouped into logical chunks so that a visitor quickly learns how to move through your site. Make sure you 
pay particular attention to the search feature and where it is located. It should be at the top of all your pages. 
 
Think of your site’s architecture like an org. chart that for a business showing who reports to who. The CEO at 
the top is the Home page of your site. Below that on your org. chart is your direct reports, which are akin to the 
top-level navigation on your site. Then the people that work under each manager on your chart are the 
individual web pages below that box. 
 
Here are some additional tips: 
 

• Include navigation at the top and the bottom so visitors don’t have to keep scrolling up and down. 
• Make your page titles short and straightforward. It’s best if they fit on one line in your pulldown menus. 
• Try to keep the primary navigation points to seven or less. Things like About Us and Contact Us can be 

in secondary navigation if you want to reduce the number of main entry points. 
• Use a call-to-action whenever possible. 

 
 
 

https://elementor.com/
https://www.elegantthemes.com/gallery/divi/
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Website construction 
Based on your site’s approved architecture, it’s time to build out your site. Pages are constructed to match the 
structure chart, and content and visuals are integrated into each page. 
 
At this point, you want to work with your design firm to map our search engine keywords and other 
optimizations. These will help you rank higher in search engines. How a page is named, the number of times a 
particular keyword is used, where it appears in the headline and copy, all help determine the site rankings. 
 
Don’t worry too much if you don’t have all of these down pat before you launch. SEO is an ongoing process, 
and it’s always a bit of a game to massage keywords to improve the rankings of a particular keyword, page or 
the overall site. You can do this yourself or ask your web design team to do the work as part of their contract. 
Content management systems like WordPress have plugins that make this process fairly easy. Yoast SEO is 
something of a standard in this regard. 
 
 

Pro Tip: If you are doing e-commerce, streamline the purchasing process as much as possible. Think 
Amazon.com’s famous “Buy Now” button. Every time a customer has to fill in information on a screen 
and go to another screen, they have time to think about the purchase they are about to make. The more 
screens, the more often they will abandon their cart. 

 
Bonus Tip: Offer customers as many payment options as possible. While it may increase the setup 
time and even some fees, people like choices these days, from credit and debit cards to Paypal, Venmo 
and more. 

 
Testing, testing 
Before you ever go live, be sure you test your site. Click through the navigation and all the pages. Test 
hyperlinks (the colored links that take you to other content), click on the buttons, make sure everything loads 
correctly and quickly. Test any forms you have on the site and make sure that emails arrive in the correct email 
box from forms, buttons and links.  Be sure to test it on a tablet and a phone as well. 
 
If you have e-commerce, do a couple of practice orders. You want to make sure that the order process goes 
smoothly and that the tax tables and shipping costs are correct. Go through a complete order so that you 
receive the confirmation email on your end for the order and that the customer receives a confirmation and 
thank you. 
 
This is an excellent time to have family, friends, suppliers or even a few customers take the site for a test drive 
to see if they spot any errors or steps that aren’t intuitive or clear. A fresh set of eyes can do wonders, catching 
something you’ve missed every time you reviewed a page. This is also an excellent time to have someone with 
proofreading skills go through your site to spot grammar, punctuation, and spelling errors. 
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Launch 
Up until now, your site should have had a “Maintenance” message on the home page. Once you turn this plugin 
off, your site will be live for all the world to see, and it’s time to pop the champagne or sparkling cider. 
 
Unless you’ve been promoting the launch for weeks before your site went live, don’t expect a flood of orders. 
The search engines take weeks to catalog sites these days, primarily because of the tremendous number of 
websites being created and updated. In the weeks following launch, you’ll need to use old-fashioned marketing 
strategies to promote your site and build traffic. This is a great time to offer special “grand opening” specials 
on your site. 
 
Market your website 
Search engines will only get you so far. You need to integrate your website into everything you do from a 
marketing, sales and communications standpoint. Make sure you add your web address to your business 
cards, letterhead, invoices and brochures, and add it to the signature line of your emails. Promote the site on 
your social media channels, too, so prospects and customers know that you have a website and, if you have e-
commerce installed, that they can buy from you around the clock. If you have a newsletter or blog, reference 
the site and link back to it. Do the same with your LinkedIn posts. Keep driving people back to your website, 
either through links, content or promotions. 
 
Maintain your site 
One of the biggest mistakes companies make is spending money to build a site, getting it up and running and 
then ignoring it. Search engines want to see new content on the site, so tweaking keywords and information 
will help boost you in the rankings and keep you up in the site results for specific keywords. 
 
You will want to develop a plan for growing your site over time. This may mean a blog or building a subscriber 
or loyalty program list. If you have e-commerce, it means adding new products, discounting or closing out 
others, and adding new features as your customer base expands and they request specific features or content. 
Just as you rearrange products in a brick and mortar store, you want your website to be dynamic and ever-
changing. If it helps, put together an editorial calendar to promote holidays or seasonal offerings, showcase 
new products or services, promote specials and, in the process, keep customers engaged in what you have to 
offer them, not only in terms of products, but information and even entertainment. Give your customers a 
reason to come back to your site, even if they aren’t ready to buy yet. 
 
Your web design firm will be happy to discuss options to have them do some of this work for you, including 
updating your search engine keywords and posting sales or specials. 
 

Pro Tip: Always back up your site. Plugins like UpdraftPlus will automatically back up your website on a 
daily, weekly or monthly basis. If something gets corrupted on your site (which over time is almost a 
certainty), you can always retrieve the most recent backup and restore the site, its plugins or themes or 

https://updraftplus.com/
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the underlying database. This plugin will also allow you to move the site to a new server host if needed 
using the Clone feature. 

 

6. Design principles 
 
As you implement a website strategy, you want to make sure that you keep your audience in mind. You 
want to engage them with a story about who you are, what you offer and why you’re the best choice to do 
business with. You want the site to be responsive so that it instantly reformats and scales to different 
screen sizes of phones, tablets, laptops and PCs. It should also shift effortlessly from a horizontal format 
to a vertical one without visual hiccups. 
 
Again, your web design partner will help you with this. Following are some of the basics to help you 
collaborate with them on keeping your site up to date and fresh looking.  
 
Focus on your audience 
You can spend all the money in the world on a website, but unless you give the customer a great user 
experience, it won’t generate leads or sales. Think like a customer and design your site with them in mind. 
Today’s design tools allow you to do nearly anything imaginable, including serving up customized content 
that matches your customer’s interests. Everything should be customer-centric, making it as easy as 
possible for visitors to find what they need, make decisions about you and your offerings and follow up 
with you in as few steps as possible. 
 
Tell a good story 
If all you do is sell on your website, you’ll turn visitors off. They may not be ready to buy yet. Instead, they 
may still be in the research stage and narrowing their choices. Your website should provide useful 
information that supports this process, builds trust and rapport and opens the door for further 
interactions.  
 
Speak in a language that is conversational and friendly. Don’t use big words or jargon. Tell them about you 
and your company as well as your products and services. Ultimately, they are buying a relationship with 
you; be transparent, honest, and engaging, but most importantly, build that long-term relationship. Be a 
ruthless editor and cut anything that is repetitive, unclear or unnecessary. 
 
To that end, consider adding a blog to your site or other content that shares expertise and knowledge. Not 
only will it build repeat traffic because you are offering something – knowledge – for free, but it will also 
improve your rankings in search engines since search engine algorithms love good content that isn’t all 
about selling something to someone. 
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Make it easy 
As noted before, people want to visit a site that is easy to use and intuitive. Visitors don’t want to have to 
guess where to go next in their journey. Make it easy to find pricing and contact information. Every step 
along the way, offer the ability to speak with a real person by phone or texting. Remove every frustration 
that could cause a visitor to click out of your site and find another. 
 
Be consistent 
Speak in the second person to your audience. Make sure your grammar, spelling and punctuation are not 
only impeccable but consistent throughout the site. Grammarly can be a big help if you’re not a 
professional writer. Every page should feel like it belongs with the one that came before and after it. This 
goes for using the same typography, type site, alignment and color palette. Photos should be of the same 
family as well. Try to pick images that support one another and add to the story. Whenever possible, use 
real photos, not stock ones. 
 

Pro Tip: Never use a photo you found out on the Internet or may get an unpleasant letter in the mail 
one day telling you that the image was copyrighted and that you owe the law firm’s client some 
money. 

 
Design for speed & mobile 
Even with the massive data pipelines available today, you want your site to load quickly and predictably. 
Remember, even though the site may load almost instantly on your computer at home, you need to 
remember the person living in a rural community who has spotty 3G connectivity at best on their phone. 
 
How quickly a site loads can significantly impact both a user’s experience and how well your site ranks in 
search engines. There are several ways to design a site for speed. A few of the easiest and most effective 
methods include reducing the number of plugins you’re using, compressing photos so they take less time 
to load, and using a limited number of redirects (a link that sends a visitor from an old page to a newer 
one). A web speed tester can help you see the predicted load times for a specific location or country. 
 
Remember that many people are mobile these days, so it’s important that your site work correctly on a 
smartphone. WordPress and other CMS products will do this automatically, and Divi allows you to toggle 
features and content on and off for specific devices, allowing you, for instance, to post a wide photo on a 
PC and a vertical photo on a tablet or phone. 
 

Pro Tip: Here are some other things you can do to speed up your website: 
 
• Keep plugins to a minimum. These can slow your site’s speed significantly. 

https://app.grammarly.com/
https://tools.pingdom.com/
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• As you work with photos, try different compression levels to get the best quality for the image 
with the shortest load time. Always save an image at 100% of the size it is to be on the page. A 
photo that is larger than necessary will slow the load of the site; too small and it will be grainy. 

• Limit redirects that forward a user request to another page. These requests slow down the 
response time since the server tries to find the original page first, then the page it is forwarded 
to. 

 
Don’t make it a mausoleum 
A website is not a set-it and forget-it proposition. Building the site is just the beginning. Make sure that it 
is updated regularly. It will need to be redesigned eventually. Schedule small redesigns for every other 
year and a major one every two to three years. If you choose a platform like WordPress and a theme like 
Divi, you can change every aspect of your site without having to select a different theme to achieve a fresh 
look. Colors, fonts and entire pages can be reconfigured with just a few clicks, and you can export and 
import styles easily between sections and entire pages. Compared to the old days of hard-coding pages in 
html, modern web tools are nothing short of a miracle. 
 

Wrapping up 
 
Your web design firm is here to be your partner long term. They are here to consult with you and make 
your website work for you, whether it’s to draw in new customers, increase revenue, improve customer 
service or boost sales. 
 
You want to build a relationship with them so that they can improve your marketing, search engine 
rankings, messaging and results. By following these steps, you will end up with a great looking website 
that meets or exceeds your expectations. Think of it as having a second storefront that is open 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week. 
 
And remember, you can always start small and build later. Until that physical storefront, it’s easy to 
expand your virtual one. It’s O.K. to start small and expand as you see results. 
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