According to a survey by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, men like Web pages that are full of factual information. They want quick statistics. Men surf mostly for scores, stocks, and other financial information. Women, on the other hand, surf for far more long-form information covering religion, family, and especially health.  








Men see the Web as something they do alone. Women see the Web as a community and they want to interact with that community. One of the biggest sites on the Web attracting women is iVillage.com. 





I don't know if you can read the main headings across the top of the figure. They are "Join Free", "email", "chat", "boards", "experts", "games", "feedback", "membercenter."





See how the site is playing to a female audience? Each one of the elements above are geared to community. They are all asking someone to join or get in touch with another person.





Woah! Some of you might be laughing at me right now. I listed games as being a heading, but games are a man thing. Women don't play games, right?





Wrong.





In fact, according to the same Pew survey, women play more online games than men do. Really. Yahoo! Internet Life magazine did an entire cover story on just that fact. If you had gone with your stereotypical thinking, you would have missed that little, but important, tidbit of information.








Please note that in this discussion about a site being geared to male or female, I am speaking in generalities gathered from my own research and in terms of the two sites specifically mentioned here. The concept that a perfect line is drawn between the likes and dislikes of male and female is never black and white. There are always shades of gray. Just please take this discussion as a starting point for you to recognize that there are differences between a male or female dominated audience.  








OK, so what about a site geared to men? How about ESPN.com?





If you notice nothing else, notice the number of links and the use of darker colors. That indicates strength. The iVillage.com site used more pastel shades. The ESPN site is geared to getting users to the sport they want quickly. Information is presented in table format. Scores and statistics just lend themselves to a fast quantitative display. So, will it be men or women?





I also asked you to write down if the common visitor to your site was less than or more than 30. Why? Because it's been shown that up until around the age of thirty, men and women's Web habits are fairly equal. Past the age of 30, how men and women use the Web start to diverge. That kind of kills the whole man or woman discussion if you are aimed at a very young audience, huh? Isn't this fun?





Let me stop here because all of this information I'm giving you will probably be useless to you once this book has been out a year. Things move that fast on the Web. The point I am trying to make in this first section is that you must first determine who your site is for. Once you have that, you simply must make a point of finding out the habits, likes, and dislikes of those who will be coming to your site. That way you can build your site for your visitors.





But where do you get the information?





It's time to do what I call "using the beast to describe the beast."





The Web is overflowing with sites that want to tell you all about the Web and those that use it. If you are interested in building a Web site, have the sites shown below bookmarked for future use





http://www.cnn.com/TECH/computing/





http://www.usatoday.com/life/cyber/





http://www.zdnet.com/





http://www.wired.com/





The reason I like those particular sites is because I always find reports on surveys done by other groups. Those Web surveys are often the best place to gather information about how those who use the Web...use the Web. There are also a great many sites that perform and then post the results of their surveys on their Web sites





http://www.cc.gatech.edu/gvu/user_surveys/





http://www.nielsen-netratings.com/





I don't expect you to read everything every day at these sites. I am offering them as a way for you to gather general information regarding your most common visitor. Once visitors start coming to your Web site, they should become your main source of information regarding what people who come to your site want from your site. Ask. Allow users to give feedback and take that feedback seriously. Don't bask in the glory of a nice comment and dismiss a negative comment as the ramblings of a jerk. Yes, I know you want to start writing and I know you want to get pages to the Web, but take my word for it at this point you've done more for your Web site than you can imagine. You now know whom your Web site will be geared towards. You have a general mental picture of your visitor.





If you believe your site will be visited by mainly male or female, then gear the content that way. If you believe the site will be visited by male and female equally, than gear the content by age. If you believe the entire Web population will be drawn to your Web site, try again. Your description isn't quite specific enough. You will have an audience. Gear your site towards it. Read how users use the Web. Ask people who fall into your user description what they like in a Web site. Research. I know it's a word that makes people think of boring hours in a quiet library, but it's the best way to go about picking and describing an audience. OK. Question One is behind us. There are four more to go. 





Question Two: What Is Your Killer App?


Your first question might be, "What in the world is a 'killer app'?"


Here's how I explain it. The term "Killer App" is slang for "great application." The telephone has a killer app. It allows you to talk to people all over the world. The television has a killer app. It brings programming into your home. The stove has a killer app. It cooks your food.





Yes, I know this isn't exactly the way the term was used when it was first created, but I am co-opting it for my own purposes. I find it's a title that students can understand. They can get their brains around the subject. Besides, the meanings of words and phrases change over time. Remember when "bad" meant "bad?" Thanks to Michael Jackson, I think it means "good" now. Go figure.





Because the term is geared to the Web, let's look at very popular sites and their killer apps.





Yahoo.com Killer App: It catalogues and searches the Web for you. 





EBay.com Killer App: It sets up auctions. 





AutoByTel.com Killer App: It helps you buy a car





HTML Goodies.com Killer App: It teaches you to build a Web site. 





I want you to notice one thing about each of these sites. They are all very popular for, I believe, one reason. They only have the one killer app.





Allow me to again relive my days as a disc jockey. The rule of thumb was every time the jock opened the mic to talk, he was to go into one topic and one topic alone. If the jock would talk about the weather, then his shoes, then the next songs coming up, then something else, the information would all become jumbled up in the listener's mind and the main push of the break, the weather, would have been forgotten. It's the same thing here. You should have only one killer app per site.





Instead of trying to be all things to all users, the sites above stay true to their single killer app. Yes, Yahoo! Has branched out into games, and stocks, and auctions, but they did it by creating separate sites. When you arrive at Yahoo.com, that site only has one purpose, to search. You have to leave that search engine page to get to the other elements.





Let's look into that. If Yahoo! would have attempted to be all things to all people from a single Web site then users would have done all searches from a single text box. It would have slowed the system, words would have become jumbled and the mistake of returning unusable links would be committed again and again. As it stands now, you go to a fully separate site to search stocks, a separate site to perform auctions, and so on.





HTML Goodies could easily have gone into selling software and reviewing books and any number of other areas. They have all been offered and all have been turned down. HTML Goodies has one killer app. It teaches you what you need to build a Web site.





Your Web site cannot be all things to all people. You won't attract a larger audience by being a fan page to seven different TV shows. You will garner a larger, and quite possibly more loyal audience if you pick one killer app and stick with it. It is also easier to create a site geared to one thought rather than multiple areas.





I had a gentleman tell me at a trade show that he had to keep a site for a hospital that had multiple areas under one heading. He said that it all had to be one site. I told him it didn't. My suggestion was to keep the main logo in the upper left-hand corner of all the pages, but to differentiate each section as a site in and of itself. The logo would server to remind the user that this site was under the bigger umbrella of hospital, but still was site unto itself.





For instance, let's say the domain was Hospital.com. Under that umbrella there are three divisions, pediatrics, respiratory, and surgery. The author could have chosen a single look for the site like a certain background or look to the pages, but then differentiated each area into a different site. Maybe pediatrics would be blue, respiratory is pink, and surgery is yellow. Furthermore, each section could be made a separate virtual area under the main heading. There could be:





http://pediatrics.hospital.com


http://respiratory.hospital.com


http://surgery.hospital.com





Just like Yahoo!, the areas are similar enough that the user knows they all fall under the main umbrella, but different enough that each is its own site. Notice that each of the elements above would even bookmark as separate sites. That's very important. I would even go as far as to make sure that each site had a different TITLE text format so that if a user bookmarks two of them, the text won't be confusing.





Let's say you're one of the many people who write to me saying your boss has laid the job of putting up the company Web site on your shoulders. Finding whom your site is for is fairly easy. Who are your customers? Most likely, that's who your common visitor will be.





Now the question of the killer app comes to light. This is actually the hard one.





What Do You Want the Site to Do? 





Will it sell product or will the site act as a simple Public Relations vehicle? If the site will sell product, then you need to create something that will support your killer app. You'll have to put your catalogue online. Users will need to be able to find information about your product. You'll need to have a staff to take the orders and a system built to take orders online. It's a pretty big decision.





If your site is a Public Relations vehicle meant to give you a Web presence, you'll need to fill the site with a reason for the customer to come again and again. Take complains online. Offer the company records online. Put the catalogue online. Make sure the user can contact people to find out more. Update the site frequently.





Both killer apps can be very important to a company. I suggest you do one or the other. If you try to do both, unless you hire a full time staff, you'll never devote enough attention to either, especially if you're a secretary who has just been saddled with the responsibility of putting up a site.





To you bosses out there...stop doing that. You administrative assistants and enlisted personnel have my permission to take this text to your superior and show them my plea from them to stop doing that.





If you absolutely must have two killer apps, my suggestion is to start two different sites. That's how strongly I believe in this concept.





So, what's your killer app? Remember that piece of paper you scribbled on just a moment ago? Use that again and write down your site's killer app.





Personal Sites





People love to put up personal sites. I have one. I think they are wonderful, but I ask you again. What is your killer app?








Goodies Survey Question: Do you ever go out onto the Web specifically to look for personal homepages?


Yes 70.5%


No 29.5%


N=487





The one quality that has never left the Web is the love of simple personal homepages. I think that's great. Go ahead, put up a homepage dedicated to you. You've earned it. 


 








Let's say your name is Debbie Washington and you create "Debbie Washington's World of Wonder."





OK, fine. Good title. What is your killer app?





What was the purpose of putting up the pages? If the answer is something like, "Well, every one else has one," or "I just wanted one," start again. Here are a few killer apps I think might be appropriate for personal pages:





I am about to graduate from college. My site is an interactive resume containing all of my pervious work experience and links to those sites. I have a writing sample, my core beliefs, examples of my Web abilities and reference email addresses so the entire hiring process can be done right from my site.





I play a lot of computer games. I have put up a site so I can review the games I play. I also have a place where other game players can comment on my reviews or leave their own reviews.





I am a poet and I use my personal Web site to post my poetry. I update it weekly so people will have a reason to return to the site to read more.





My hobby is bee keeping. My site is dedicated to helping those who want to be bee keepers get up and running correctly. I offer my own advice, stories of success and failure, as well as links to other sites that might help.





My site is dedicated to what I will wear today. People who come to the site can click a calendar and see a photo of what I wore that day





Does the last one seem kind of silly? If so, good. The site is whimsical. It's not going to change the world, but it sounds like something I could get hooked on. I'll take twenty seconds out of my day to quickly click and see what the person wore that day. I think that's fun.





I've seen sites dedicated to performing experiments on marshmallow Easter bunnies and a running total of a person's weight loss attempts. The weight never varied more than 10 pounds either way, but I went every day for at least a month. I even wrote and offered encouragement.








I made these statements about personal Web sites while delivering this chapter as a lecture to a group of designers. One gentleman told me that I was right in terms of corporate sites, but not for personal sites. He believed that personal sites are for the person and design concerns should not even play into the mix. If you believe that, please let me talk you out of it. Just because the topic is you rather than a business does not mean that the surfers are any less important or any less willing to leave if you do something they don't like. You won't get any more forgiveness from a surfer just because you posted a personal page. Personal pages must take design into mind as much as any business page.  








I once spent an entire evening in a site that simply allowed people to post their stories about snorkeling in Mexico. Each site above might not be your cup of tea, but they all have one thing in common, they have one killer app. They are not trying to be all things to all people. Yes, some of the sites offer chat rooms, or bulletin boards, and links, but all of those things are geared to one idea, the site's killer app.





Now it's your turn. Take that piece of paper and write down your future site's killer app. You should be able to do it in one or two simple sentences. When you have it, move along to question three. 





Question Three: What Is Your Identification?


This is often overlooked when someone is putting together a personal site so I wanted to make sure you make a point of thinking about it now.


Please understand that I do not mean "slogan." I mean "identification." A slogan is much more a verbal thing then a static visual. I'm looking for a static visual here. By "your identification" I mean, what will act as a representation of your site? I can break these identifiers down into four broad categories: logo, character, text, color.





Please understand I don't mean for you to have one of each, although you can. HTML Goodies uses all four. Just one of the four will do just fine if that's all you'd like to use.





Your identifier should be something that is unique to your site. It should be something that defines and identifies your site. If you were to make a small banner image to hand out to people, this identifier would be that banner. The identifier should represent your site to the point that if I see it somewhere else on the Web, I would know it represents your site. This is why I say that you needn't have all four. One will do the trick because one is really all you can use elsewhere on the Web. Let's look at the four in depth.





Logo as Identifier





This is easiest when a logo already exists for the company or organization for which you're making the site. The CBS homepage is a pretty good example of logo use. 





Count the number of time you see that CBS "eye" logo. 





You can basically take that "eye" logo and put it anywhere and it will represent CBS. But the logo doesn't have to be a famous one that existed before the Web. The next figure illustrates a Web page a student of mine put together for phantomvoice.net.





See the Circle-PV in the upper left-hand corner?





The student created that logo in about 20 minutes in a shareware image editor. His site isn't famous yet, but it when it is, that logo will act as his site's identifier. Those of you who think making a logo is out of your grasp, take another look at the PV logo above. You can make something like that. In fact, the identifier logo doesn't even have to be a logo per se. It can be a picture or an object. The next figure shows a Web site I built my father for Christmas 1998. It's a Web page devoted to his Air Force squadron. 





See that arch in the picture? That arch is found on every page and on every piece of paper associated with the squadron. That arch is their symbol and thus it has become their identifier. Any links back to the site will include that arch.





Now, if you have a business you're doing a page for, your logo is pretty well set. If you're not lucky enough to have a pre-made logo, then try your hand at making one, or find someone to make one for you. Maybe you've seen an odd image somewhere that you feel would be a good logo identifier. Just don't pick something that already identifies something else. That's confusing to an audience. For example, maybe you like the CBS eye logo from above. Don't take it and print your name in the middle for your identifier. For one, it's illegal, and for two, it's confusing. People will continue identify with CBS, not your site.





I'll use the next story as a segue into the next little section of identifiers, characters. It's a good example of why once you pick a logo, or character, you should stick with it.





Characters As Identifiers





I used a goofy drawing I had done for me at an amusement park as my logo for HTML Goodies. Most people know it. It's the one on the front cover of this book. After I had had the image posted for a couple of years, I had changed my hair, shaved off the beard, got better-looking glasses, lost 20 pounds, and became a better dancer. To stay with my current look, I went out and had another drawing made. I scanned it up and posted it in place of the old one.





Wow! People wrote in droves asking where my old drawing had gone. They told me flat out that they hated the new drawing. Some even said it didn't look like me even though they had never seen me. I felt like Coca-Cola did after presenting the new formula.





People had become accustomed to the character. They associated HTML Goodies with that character and when I took the character away, people got upset. They asked if I was going to change the site. Some demanded I bring back the old character or they would stop coming.





This really happened. I'm not clever enough to make something like this up. Here's the point. If you go with a logo, or a character, as your site's identifier, pick one you like first. Once people start coming and associating your site with that logo, then you are stuck with it.





It's very hard to change identifiers in the middle of the game. People will identify your site with your identifier. If you keep changing it, people will begin to refer to your site as "The site formerly known as..." or they won't refer to you at all. That's not good.





I'm thinking of growing the beard back.





OK, so maybe you don't want a logo, how about a character? The following are three of my favorite identifying characters from the Web.





Ask Jeeves 


I can't think of a better name to call a butler. In addition, the character goes to the site's killer app. What does Askjeeves.com do? It searches. It helps you. What does a butler do? He helps you. The character does more than act as an identifier, it acts as reinforcement for the killer app. This is just a perfect character choice. 





My Simon


Simon will do your shopping for you. The best part about Simon is that he dresses up in different costumes in order to denote different elements of the site. This goes to multiple sites all under one umbrella. You know you're in MySimon.com, but furthermore you know you're in a specific section of MySimon.com.





The Spider


That spider has been on the Webcrawler.com page since day one. It's great that Webcrawler.com never tried to change their character identifier and replace the spider. I would really miss the little guy.





The thing about using a character as your identifier is that it really personalizes your site. AskJeeves.com is nothing more than a search engine, but because of the character you have the impression that there's a butler actually doing the work for you.





MySimon.com wants you to picture that little guy running from store to store, checking prices for you. The Webcrawler.com spider goes and gets the pages you request.





As I mentioned earlier, you can dress these characters up many different ways. Why not put Jeeves into a red and green jacket at Christmas time?





Why not put bunny ears on Simon at Easter?





Why not make the spider body into a pumpkin at Halloween?





The possibilities of using a character are endless.





I was asked to create a homepage for a school I worked for one time. Because I think most university homepages are dull and boring, I decided to create a character. This character would be named Dr. Walter Wendell Winchester or, as the students used to refer to him, "Old WWW."





Get it?





I found an art student who drew Old WWW in a graduation cap and gown left open so you could see his three-piece suit. He was heavy with a big nose and moustache and just looked the part of an older university dean.





I had 20 different pictures drawn of Old WWW throwing a football, singing a song, talking on the radio, mixing beakers, in a nursing uniform, etc.





It's one of the few characters I wish had come to life, but never did. Hey, maybe you can use the idea. Feel free.





Had it come to life, the character would have represented the entire site not only as an identifier, but also as a specific type of identifier. He would be a dean so the character would obviously have represented a school or university. It would have all pointed to the killer app.





If you would like to use a character, my suggestion is to make your own. Don't use a character that already exists like Mickey Mouse or Bugs Bunny. For one, you'll get into copyright problems, but more to the point, those don't represent your site. Get something that represents just you.





Find someone with some artistic abilities and get them to draw out some sketches. If you know someone who is good with graphic programs, maybe they can make one for you. Getting a character is not hard nor is it expensive, just be sure you're happy with the one you decide on. That little drawing will become your identifier and it'll be hard to change in the future. Only Prince gets to change his name again and again. You don't. 





One more note on characters. You might have noticed that MySimon.com has changed the look of the character. They made him less a doll and more a human form. You may have also seen that Kentucky Fried Chicken updated the Colonel.





In both cases, it doesn't feel right. Yes, it's the same character but they are somehow incorrect because they have been updated. Tradition is gone and the character is now hip and cool. The problem is that hip and cool goes out of fashion very quickly.





My suggestion is that a character shouldn't be updated unless something about that character is so tragically out of date that it could case harm to the product. What that means in a nutshell is to take a good long look at your character before you make that character your permanent identifier. Shoot for longevity before hip and cool.





Text As Identifiers





Take another moment and look back at the WebCrawler screen capture. Notice that the logo is so much more than just the spider. The text is part of the logo. That orange block font where the "W" and the "C" is capitalized and outlined in thick black represents Webcrawler.com as much as the spider.





That leads me into my third style of identifier. Text. The following sites are my favorites.





Amazon.com


Some may consider this header a logo, but I don't. This identifier is text. Notice the "Amazon" is always bold and the "com" is not. The letters are in lower case and that smile is a nice touch. What if you saw this and the "A" were capitalized? That wouldn't be right…right? There would be something wrong with that. That "A" is supposed to be lowercase. That's the thing about identifiers. Pick one you like up front. Even the smallest change can be unsettling to a user.





Straight Dope


There's nothing fancy here. The identifier is straight block capital letters. It looks great and refers me to Web site every time I see it. If you think you can't make an identifier because of a lack of artistic talent, take this one as your guide. All this guy did was type in all caps. You can operate at that level I would assume. 





Street Artist


I like text identifiers a great deal. This is a page I built for my wife's Web business StreetArtist.com. The identifier will be the text "StreetArtist.com." Notice only the "S" and the "A" are capitalized. The font face is called Black Chancery. The font follows through the site showing up just about everywhere. I want people to recognize that text and that font as her site no matter where they see it.





If you feel a text identifier is for you, then go for it. Text identifiers are great because they are within the reach of just about everyone. If you can type, you can pretty much make a text identifier.





The only real rule of thumb in creating text identifiers is that the text must not only "read" the site name, it has to "say" what the site is all about. It should represent the site's killer app.





In the examples above, the text for StreetArtist.com was elegant rather than block. The block was great for StraightDope.com because it looked like newspaper print. Other text examples I've seen are digital letters used for a game room Web page, letters made from wicker for a wicker store, and text that appeared to be written in crayon by a three-year-old for a children's clothing store. It wouldn't have surprised me if the logo was literally written by a three-year-old and scanned. Text is easy. That doesn't mean you should give it any less thought than you would a logo or a character. It is, after all, your identifier.





Color, Color, Color...





Now, let's talk about color. If you remember when I first listed the four identifiers, I wrote color last.





The reason is that color itself cannot act as an identifier. It certainly isn't an identifier that can leave your site and represent you elsewhere. I highly doubt someone will ever be able to create a simple red square and have everybody realize that red represents the site.





By "color" I am talking about your site in general. Will you use a specific color as an identifier when the person is in the site?





I am asked a great deal why I chose orange as the predominant color for the HTML Goodies site. Some have theorized it is because I am from Cleveland and am a big fan of the Browns. That's not it.





When I first started the site, I was lucky enough to get in with a company called Wolverine Web Productions, now known as Go Beyond Media.





The people at Wolverine Web Productions were real design thinkers and they made me pay attention to every detail of the site. I was told to pick a color that would help register the site in people's minds. When someone comes to the site, that's the color he will see and that will help to reinforce that that person is in the HTML Goodies site.





This is not a new idea. Associating color with a product has been done as long as advertising has been around. What if all of a sudden Coke started coming in Blue cans? What if Pepsi started coming in red? What if Mountain Dew started coming in purple cans? What if McDonalds started making their arches orange?





It just wouldn't be right, would it? Color matters.





I chose orange not because of the Browns or because I thought it was a great color, but rather because it was a color I just never saw on the Web. I went surfing around to look at the colors that other sites were using. Every color of the rainbow popped up except orange.





We'll go with orange. It's now one of the HTML Goodies identifiers. Think about your site. What will be your predominant color? What color will help to reinforce in the user's mind that they are in your site? Also, how does that color go to the killer app?





If you're using a logo, maybe you should pull a color from the logo. The StreetArtist.com page above uses a deep red for the main color because the background image has hints of that color. It helps to bring out the flowers. Just remember that when you pick a color, just like the text, that color must compliment the site's killer app.





A site devoted to gothic literature wouldn't use pink. That just doesn't work. A site dedicated to good health wouldn't use black. Again, it just isn't right. Find that complimentary color that not only compliments the rest of the site, but also speaks to the site's killer app.





The only colors to think about avoiding are extreme bright colors. Maybe you have a site for a punk band and you want screaming bright colors. Well, you may want to think it through before you go with it. In fact, create a sample page for yourself and try to stare at it for five minutes.





I'll bet you can't and that's the main reason to avoid those bright colors. So, let's get back to that piece of paper. Take your pen in hand and write down a few of the ideas you have about an identifier. You don't have to create it right now, just write down a few good ideas. Think them over. Try to picture how each would look as part of your site.





Maybe you should try one of each. Whatever you do, just be sure you're completely happy with the identifier you choose because, as I've tried to burn into your mind throughout this entire section, it's very hard to get an audience to change their thinking and accept a new identifier after they're already linked you with one.





Are you ready for the last two questions? 





Question Four: Who Is Your Competition?


Question Five: What Makes Your Site Different? 


I always ask the final two questions together because you can't answer one without answering the other.





At this point in time you should have a piece of paper with some bits of information written down. You should have your audience somewhat defined, your killer app defined, and your identifier and predominant color written out. I understand these writings may not represent your final decisions, but at least you've pointed yourself down a path. You have an aim in mind.





I am now going to ask you to do one of the most humbling things you've ever done. I want you to go out onto the Web and search your competition. I want you to find other sites that are doing something similar to the ideas you've written out. If you are building a Web page for a business, search your competition and other sites selling something similar to yours. If you are putting up a personal page, search for pages that have chosen the same topic as you have.





I say this is a humbling exercise because your searching very often brings you to pages that are very well done or are doing exactly what you want to do. It can get quite discouraging and can sometimes make the best of you want to scrap the whole idea.





Don't. 





You simply must do this. You must know what else is out there. You must understand who else is vying for the same audience you are after. Better yet, you have to know whom you intend on taking audience from.





Maybe you won't want to scrap the entire idea. That's good. Maybe you'll just think every other site sucks. I say that because I've seen it happen. Students get very defensive and do nothing but nay-say every site they see.





I hear over and over again, "this stinks," "this stinks," "this stinks."





You know what? No it doesn't. Not everything stinks. In fact, the majority will be very good. Don't get defensive. Take each site as help or as assistance for you to create a better site for yourself.





I had a student once that just thought everything he visited just stunk. He said that no one would ever visit these sites.





"You did," I said.





Perplexed, the student nodded his head. I asked his how he found the site.





"Through a search engine," he said.





I sang, "ta da," and walked away.





He really put together a nice site at the end of the semester.





Set aside an entire evening and surf specifically for those who are doing what you want to do. Keep a journal of the sites and be sure to write down their killer apps. List the things you like about the sites. List the things you dislike about the sites. Make yourself a spreadsheet of information you can return to. Once you have visited every site the search engines can dish out, read over your writing. Here's the plan:





You're looking for a hole





Start marking off the elements of the sites that you didn't feel were very well done. Start writing down things that you didn't feel were covered at all. Look for areas that you feel you can improve upon.





It is dangerous to not know your competition and blindly put up a site intended to grab an audience. I'll bet you piles of money that a blindly posted site would offer nothing new to an already satisfied audience. You'll wonder why no one is coming to your site. The reason is that you're giving them no real reason to come. You're not doing anything different, or better, than the sites that already exist.





Once you've searched through the other sites and studied what they are doing, you should have found a hole to fill. Keep looking. It's there. The hole exists. Find it. That hole is something that isn't being done or isn't being done well enough in your opinion.





It is your filling that hole that will bring people to your site and will keep them coming back. I'm not telling you to change your killer app off of this research, I am suggesting that you use what you have learned to better that killer app and give the already overwhelmed Web audience something new.





At this stage of the Web, just posting a page is not enough. You need to know what is out there and what is not out there. I guarantee you someone is already doing what you want to do. I also guarantee you they aren't doing it the way you want to do it. That's why your "site" will succeed where their "pages" don't.





All right, now you know the competition. It's time to answer the last question. Why should someone come to your site?





When I started HTML Goodies, there were already HTML help sites out there. Some of the biggest sites, at that time, had HTML help pages.





I surfed them all and found one glaring problem. They didn't teach me anything. The pages did little more than lay out the code and expect that you would magically know not only how to copy and paste the code but what to do with it once you pasted it into your documents. Forget about telling how the code works. That wasn't important. The level of instruction was "Here you go…good luck with it."





I had already written a few tutorials at this time so, I thought, why not offer the same coding but go one step further? I'll write the code into little four or five page pieces I'll call tutorials. Each will only deal with one piece of code.





You'll be able to copy and paste code just like the other sites except I'll go one step further and actually tell you how the code works. That way you'll be able to fix it once you play with it and mess it up.





In addition, I'll write these tutorials in a very conversational manner employing a question and answer format that actually sounds like the instructor is standing right there with you.





I'll take this code and make it accessible to just about anyone. That was my thinking. I actually did just what I am telling you to do here. I looked at the competition, found problems in their methods and attempted to fix those problems inside of my own killer app.





I found the hole. I filled it.





After you surf through all of your competition, do just as I did. Go back to the piece of paper and write down exactly what makes your site different and why someone should come to your site.





What makes you different is the dirt that fills the hole.





Go No Further...





...until you've done just what I am suggesting above. Write out answers to those five questions and keep those answers in front of you at every step of your Web site design.





I know it's not as much fun as coding and I know it reads a lot like a school assignment, but I can assure you that you'll thank me later when your coding and page creation has a focus from start to finish. 





