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This is the second in a three-part series on
your garden center's Internet presence.
You'll find the first on p. 60 of our January

issue or on our website, www.Igrmag.com.

WEB 201: Complementing
Design and Function

Frustrating, annoying websites will lose their visitors quickly. Make your website’s
organization and aesthetics prominent and appealing.

By Cathy Owano

ood websites don’t just happen. A

lot of forethought, planning and

organizing goes into creating a web-

site that is useful, purposeful and

resourceful. Once you have a master
plan for your website — the things you want to
accomplish or offer — it’s time to consider design
and functionality. The way a website looks and how
it works should always complement each other.

When in Doubt, Keep it Simple

Blinking text, screaming audio, multiple

hard to read will not entice visitors to stay and
find out more about your garden center and what
it has to offer. One of the main goals for your
website’s design should be not to annoy or frus-
trate your web visitors.

Treat your website like you would the physical
attributes of your garden center. You would not
put a maze of obnoxious signs and clutter in
front of your garden center, requiring everyone
to struggle through there to get to your plants,
gift center or other resources, so why obliterate

The Good

To see websites that have been deemed award-worthy...

The Webby Awards
www.webbyawards.com
The Oscars for Internet sites

Web Marketing Association’s WebAwards
www.webaward.org

The FWA: Favourite Website Awards
www.thefwa.com

The Bad
10 Good Deeds in Web Design
www.useit.com/alertbox/9921003.html

The Ugly

www.webpagesthatsuck.com

A fun look at websites with poor design or functionality
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your website’s purpose and intent by keeping cus-
tomers from getting to the information, products
and expertise?

Your garden center’s website should be pleasant
to look at and easy to navigate. It should make
sense. Everything visible should pertain to your
business or the related industry, validating that
this is where they will find the information, help
and products they’re looking for.

What features should be considered in a website’s
design? Here are a few:

Navigation menu. What are the menu item
choices? Where do they go? You should consider
placement of the menu (left, right, bottom, top),
the style (static, cascading, flyout, drop-down,
mouse overs, etc.) and intuitiveness. Can visi-
tors find your navigation, and is it easy to figure
out? Or do they have to jump through hoops
and dodge fires? Make it as simple as you can.
Does the menu physically cover your content
at any point? Will it prevent the visitors from
clicking on something? Look at other websites
and how they incorporate navigation. Which do
you like? Which are confusing or hard to use?
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Colors. Think about the colors for the
background, content area, navigation menu,
font and logo. Your colors should complement
one another. A hot-pink background with red
blinking centered text and a neon-green logo
may not be everybody’s cup of tea. In fact,
it might not be anyone’s cup of tea. Your web
designer should come up with a “palette” of
colors that will be used on your website: Three
to seven colors that go well together can be used
to help coordinate, organize and help tie all the
site’s elements together.

For instance, use the same color on each of the
navigation menu buttons. This groups the menu
elements as one entity. Perhaps use another color
for the “moused over” view of the buttons. Again,
it should be the same color when any of the navi-
gation menu buttons are moused over. It unifies
and stabilizes.

Organization. Plan it out. Know what you
want to present right now and what can wait,
and know your website. The top person in
your company right on down the employee
line should know what is on your website and
where people can find the information they
need. If you expect your employees to know
where everything in your garden center is,
they should also know where everything on
your website is.

Font and formatting. Consider both type-
face and size. Avoid annoyingly small, large or
hard-to-read fonts. Overemphasis is also not
a good idea: Nothing should be bolded, tali-
cized, ALL CAPS and underlined at the same
time. Limit yourself to one of those at a time.
Have a particular size for your headlines or
titles of your pages, another size for the body
text, and then decide what should be italicized
or bolded.

Forinstance, are captions to your photos going
to be italicized or in a different color? How do
you set it apart from the rest of your text? And
how about special features such as sales or clear-
ances? How would you draw attention to these
offerings? You might consider special font char-
acteristics or colors, such as regular prices listed
in strikethrough text, with sale prices beside
them, bolded and red. ®»
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Underlining is a tricky choice on
a website. Because most hyperlinks
are underlined, people tend to think
that anything underlined is a link.
So if you choose to use underlined
text that is not a link, use it sparingly
to avoid creating frustration.

White space. White space refers
to the amount of space around each
of the elements on your web pages.
For instance, does the text slam
right up against a photograph, or
is there some buffer space between
the photo and the surrounding

text? Do things feel crowded? Busy?
Cluttered? Are there a lot of ele-
ments on your page or is there some
breathing room and it feels like you
can get from one thing to another
without feeling pressured? (“Click
me!! Click me!!”)

Call (866) 219-3561
Ask for our Free
Catalog!
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Grawing Your Profits...Naturally.

Here’s the latest buzz: BugBand’s™ DEET-free — and
highly effective — line of Geraniol insect repellents in our
| free retail displays...you only pay for the products.

Our retail displays are designed

to use the minimum amount of floor
or shelf space, but produce maxi-
mum profits. Choose our large floor
display or compact sidekick display.
Each contains our most popular
naturally derived products — pump

spray lotion, towelettes

Call To Order: 800-473-9467

BugBand, Inc. ¢« www.bugband.net
127 Riverside Drive » Cartersville, GA 30120
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Above: Too many links can overwhelm your
users — they'll be dying to click one just to get
away. Top: Crazy font colors make a site difficult
to read.

The design of a web page isn’t that
far removed from a publication’s
page. The same elements that can
make the flow of information work
on a printed page also can help keep
your web pages clean, unhurried
and vital.

Loading time. How long does
it take your web page to appear
completely in a web browser? If
you want to use photographs and
graphics, make sure that the time it
takes to download these items and
present your page doesn’t frustrate
your customers. If your homepage
and all associated graphics don’t
load in roughly 10 seconds, you may
have too many graphics or photo-
graphs or other elements that could
somehow be streamlined. Can you
use a thumbnail or smaller version
of the photo?

Traditionally, thumbnails can be
clicked on or hovered over, and a
larger version of the photo will pop
up in a new window. This involves
a little work for your web visitor
(they have to click or hover on the
thumbnail), but it also helps keep
your page’s load time down. It’s
something to consider if you want
to present a lot of photos of prod-
ucts or flower types. If the load time
interferes with someone clicking on
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"The Pros vs.

the Amateurs

A big question most companies
have when building a website is,
“Who should we hire to do this?”

Going pro. A professional web
design, marketing and branding firm
can do more than just design your
website. They can design, refresh or
overhaul your company logo, help
you print attractive, informative bro-
chures, design an e-mail newsletter
template for you and help position
your website in the marketplace.

They can also “host” your site
or point you to someone reliable. A
host stores the files and pages on
their server, configures your domain
name (www.mysite.com) to point to
their server and is responsible for
maintenance so that your website is
always online and accessible.

Free agents. On the other
hand, someone who builds websites
on a freelance or amateur basis may
also have a finger on the pulse of
trends in the design and functionality
aspects of websites. They tend to be
up-to-date on the latest technology
and features. They may be able to
suggest features that you might not
have thought to ask about.

Quality on the cheap. There
are also colleges or universities that
ask businesses to let their students
design a website for a nominal fee,
helping students gain experience
and perhaps offer an unfettered,
imaginative design for a company
looking for something unique to set
them apart in the marketplace. They
may also be more willing to work for
a flat fee and still put in the effort to
make your website its best.

In either case, remember, you
have the final say. Make sure it's what
is right for your website. Be sure to
consider the elements listed above,
but don't get caught up in all the
really cool things a website can do.
Remember, your mission in building
a website is to present your business
to a larger audience.

www.lgrmag.com

an item and getting right to what
they want to know about, they may
wander away from the page.

While it’s nice to think that everyone
has kept up with or has access to the
latest technology, the fact is there are
still users out there with dial-up con-
nections and older computers with
less processing power than a graphics-

heavy design may require. Make sure
your website is as accessible to as many
customers as possible.

Interactivity. Have you thought
about a shopping cart, databases, Flash
presentations, forms, streaming video,
podcasts or RSS feeds (syndication sys-
tems used to alert subscribers that your
site has been updated)?

MANAGEMENT

These features also should be
part of your functionality con-
siderations, but a designer must
know about them to help ensure
the design will accommodate these
functions. If the designer gives you
a rigid template that is difficult to
modify, it could create problems
going forward when you need to »

an Association

July 12—-15, 2008
Columbus, Ohio

www.ofa.org
614-487-1117

MAKE CONNECTIONS

Independent Garden Center Retailers:

Connect with 10,000 Industry Peers;
Discover 1,000s of Plant Varieties
and Business Solutions; Explore
1,400 Exhibit Spaces; and Learn

from 130 Educational Sessions.
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expand your site’s offerings. Flex-
ibility is key to a website’s design
and future growth.

Making it Work

Functionality is of equal impor-
tance to your website as design

— in some ways, it may be more
important. If your website looks
great but takes a long time to
serve up your pages Or process
and respond to things a visitor
has typed in (such as a keyword in
the search engine), you will lose

your visitors. It won’t matter if you
have the greatest content in the
industry if your web visitors can’t
reach it.

Especially when you are just
starting to build your website, it is
important to keep things simple.
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Sure, Flash presentations are great,
but they can take up a lot of band-
width (processing power) and can
be considered smoke and mirrors.
“Show me the money,” as the famous
line from Jerry Maguire suggests.
Show customers what they came
for, then maybe they’ll stick around
long enough to explore the rest of
the website or come back later to
play around.

Web visitors can be impatient
— we want our information NOW.
So do as little to stand in the way
of this information exchange as
possible. You want your best infor-
mation and expertise to shine for
your visitor. You want your visitors
to stay on your site for as long as
possible. The longer they stay,
the more they will find, and the
more your company will become a
resource for them. It’s like a Super-
bowl ad. Some of them are clever,
funny and the talk of the town...
But can you name the products
they were advertising?

Follow your own links. This
can be as simple as making sure all
your hyperlinks go where they’re sup-
posed to go. Test your links. Click on
them. Do they point users in the right
direction? If not, fix them. Did you
include a link to a page you hope to
build in the future? Put up a message
on your page that says something to
the effect of “Coming soon: exciting
details on how you can grow a weed-
free garden!” Then make good on
your promise and post the informa-
tion as soon as possible. You should
not have a “coming soon” message up
for longer than two weeks. If it will be
longer than that, take down the link
and put it back when that informa-
tion really is coming soon.

If you have links to other websites,
make sure you check those links now
and then. Companies go out of busi-
ness, move their websites or redesign
their pages, which may change the
addresses. Do those links still work
two months after you've set them up?
Check on them occasionally. If links
are broken and your customer finds
out before you do, you look inatten-
tive and neglectful. It’s like a sales-
person in your garden center who
doesn’t know where the gladiola bulbs
are located. You need to keep up with
the information on your website and
make sure it’s current.

Make it navigable. Naviga-
tion is also part of functionality.
While you are most likely to have
a navigation menu of some kind,
you also need to have navigation
between pages. If you have a sec-
tion of pages on perennials, can
your website visitors go right from

www.lgrmag.com
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Yellow text, blinking icons, a jarring background
— this site may have plenty to offer, but who will
stick around to find out?

Perennial A to Perennial B, or do
they have to go back to a Peren-
nials table of contents page to get
to the next entry? Make it as easy
as possible to get from one thing
to another. At the same time,
don’t include links to every part
of the site on every page. Make
your navigation helpful, not
overbearing or condescending.
Simple, practical, useful.

Interactive elements count. If
you have forms through which your
customers can contact you, shopping
carts where customers can buy your
products online, or a search engine,
these are all places where the func-
tionality must be top drawer. If your
customers cannot reach you, make a
purchase or find what they need, it
reflects badly on your company.

Part of being a good merchant,
vendor or expert online is to provide
ways for your customer to get out of
an unfortunate situation. No matter
the best of intentions, unfortunate
situations do happen. For instance, if
the “Contact Us” form doesn’t work,
you should have an “error” page (a
page thatis served up when someone
encounters a particular error) that
says, “Sorry, our form doesn’t seem
to be working at the moment. How-
ever, we value your input and would
love to hear from you. Please send us
an e-mail at...”

Give your customer a way to still
be able to contact you instead of just
leaving them at a dead end. Escape
routes will help you keep your cus-
tomer. This is why planning and
thinking through the features of
your website is so important.

Check for Bugs

An essential part of making sure
your website functions as it should
is testing. Get a team of people
together to test your website before
you launch it or add something, and
make sure everything works the way

www.lgrmag.com

it is supposed to. Try to find bugs.
Look for ways that things could go
wrong. Make sure you aren’t putting
something out there that is fragile
or will “break” if too many people
are on the site at once. Prepare,
prepare, prepare, and you will be
rewarded with a site that serves your
customers and serves you as well.

In this day of digital everything,
keeping up with your website is as
important as keeping up with your
garden center. Make sure yours is
manageable, functional, and visu-
ally appealing. **

Cathy Owano is a freelance writer
based in the Chicago area and has

MANAGEMENT

been creating websites for nearly
10 years. She can be reached at web
head16828@yahoo.com.

LearnMore!

For more information

related to this article, go to
www.lgrmag.com/Im.cfm/Ig040807

Hardy To All Zones

Hines Horticulture remains committed to delivering the highest quality and optimum

quantities and at the time you expect.

Bringing the Best of the

World’s Gardens to Yous-

selection of plant material, along with providing the industry expertise and service you
have always depended on. We utilize our demand and supply expertise to develop integrated
growing and distribution strategies across our seven nurseries and 3,000+ acres - ensuring

delivery of the highest quality and broadest selection of plants, across all zones, in the

HINES <P

HORTICULTURE’

Call 866-68-HINES (866-684-4637) or visit www.hineshort.com to discover the full depth of Hines Horticulture’s services.
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