Keeping the Client Involved with Design Specifications

For the designer, envisioning a finished product based on a brief description is not difficult at all. In fact, it is one of a designer's most basic skills. But for the client, especially one that is more focused on the business side of things, imagining what their Web site will look like before it is done can be a nearly impossible task. 

Due to this, too often the client will say something like; “ I know what I like when I see it” or, “ You are the expert. Design it like you think it should be done .” A designer that interprets these sorts of comments as a license to spend a lot of time on design without consulting the client is just asking for trouble. More then likely the designer will find there is something that the client wants changed. They will then have to put a large amount of effort into time consuming redesigns, as well as trying to regain the client's confidence in their abilities. It is much better to include the client in every step of the design process through the use of design specifications. 

Roughing Out Design Ideas 
Many designers start the process by creating a series of sketches. They draw wireframes that include the layout and the key visual elements of a page. Although it may be tempting to present these to a client, keep in mind that they still may have a difficult time envisioning the finished product based on a few sketches. Instead, it is advisable to recreate the rough drawings in an imaging application. These are usually referred to as concept drawings. If these are then saved in .jpg or .gif formats, the client can then view them from a Web site or they can be sent in an e-mail. Taking the time to present professional looking concept drawings to a client can go a long way toward avoiding misunderstandings in the early stages of the design, as well as give the client confidence that they are getting their money's worth. 

During this phase it is usually not necessary to produce a full concept drawing for each page of the site. The designer is only seeking client approval for a general design. 

The following are a few tips that successful Web designers have found to be helpful when presenting clients with the very first set of concept drawings: 

· If the client is undecided about the style and overall look of the site, give them a few alternative designs to choose from; these can be as simple as variations in color or as complex as alternate layouts and styles. The client can then express their opinions and concerns with these clear examples as a reference. 

· If you are working with a team that has more than one designer, each member can produce a different concept drawing based on the project plan. The client can then select elements and features that they like from each design. 

· By keeping the concept drawings about half of the size of a full Web page, the client will better understand that the images are rough drafts. In addition to this, the smaller file size will make the concept drawings more efficient for viewing in a browser window. 

Presenting the Modifications 
After viewing the first concept drawings, the client may request modifications. The next step is to produce a “concept final” that reflects any of these changes. To avoid confusion it is a good idea to present this second draft in the same size and format as the first ones. After the client has given approval on the final concept, it is then safe to proceed to the next step. 

Revisiting the Content 
Although determining the exact content of the entire project should have occurred earlier in the development process, it is very useful to present a page-by-page list for the client's final approval. This will become a checklist for the visual elements found on each page as well as help the designer to fine-tune the layout. A portion of such a list might look like this: 

Home Page
Banner w/ logo 
Navigation 
Tag line 
Large image (photo of company building provided by client) 
“What's new” section (copy provided by client) 

About Us 
Banner w/ logo 
Navigation 
Tag line 
Image (photo of company personnel provided by client) 
Our Service Philosophy (copy provided by client) 

Contact Us 
Banner w/ logo 
Navigation 
Tag line 
Mail address, e-mail addresses, phone and fax numbers 

If there are any remaining questions about specific content, it is much better to have them answered before the project proceeds any further. After the client has approved the content for each page, the designer can then begin creating the designs for individual pages. If it is necessary, the designer can now produce concept drawings for each page or at least one drawing of a standard example page and any others that might be a little unusual. 

Early Prototypes 
Only after the client has approved the content and the concept drawings should the designer begin working on the early prototypes. This step in design specification can be as detailed as a rough site or can simply contain visual elements (such as animations and mouseover effects) for the client's approval. Again, the idea is to keep the client involved in each step of the design. 

The Final Prototype 
The final prototype is nearly the last step in the design process. It is this phase of the design specification that is used for testing and interaction. In most cases, the final prototype will be very much like a functioning Web site. If the designer has worked through each of the previous steps, any issues should be minor ones and the client will be confident and satisfied with the design. 

The Design Specification Plan 
It is interesting to note that this step-by-step method of presenting the design specifications to the client has much in common with the project plan covered earlier in this course; it is a way for gathering information and outlines a process for meeting a part of the client's needs. Although different Web development firms may have variations of this process, they all have one thing in common: they keep the client involved. 

Take away points from this Lecture: 
· Keep the client involved in the design process 

· Client approval of each step avoids costly redesigns and keeps the client satisfied 

· Clients may have trouble envisioning design concepts without visual references 

· Always present the client with professional looking design specifications 

