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Planning Your Next Website
This eBook is part of the “Taking a Stand Against Bad Web Development” program by
FatLab, LLC. If you read this book in it’s entirety, we are confident that you will have the
information you need to start your next web development/design project on the right foot. After
seeing so much bad development over the years, we are providing this book as a free open
source resource in hopes that it saves a few good folks from making some of the bad
decisions we see all too often in our support business.
Though this should give you just about all you need to go about this on your own, we do oﬀer
consulting services, further resources and tools at: https://www.fatlabwebsupport.com/
website-consulting/
This book was written by Shane Larrabee and contributed to by Niki Sebastino. We think we
are pretty darn qualified to write such a guide but of course you’ll be the final judge of that.

Shane Larrabee is an award winning web
developer with over 19 years experience
consulting on, supporting and building
websites for fortune 500 companies, federal
agencies, members of congress, nonprofits,
politicians and business of all kinds. Shane
knows several programming languages,
frameworks and CMS’s.

Niki Sebastino began her career as a
designer, then moved to website
development in 2008. Niki has strong front
and back end development skills, has
worked freelance, in-house, and for large
and small agencies. She is comfortable
with HTML, Sass, JavaScript, PHP and
focuses on WordPress support and
development
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Choosing the Right Person or Team to Build Your Next
Website
Wether you are a small business who needs to build their primary online presence, an agency
executive managing a new website design/build for your client, or an employee managing a
new website project on behalf of your company - you are about to embark on a complex
journey whereby the result will be either accolades and business growth or a pain in the ass
with a multitude of unexpected consequences.
This Could Be Scary
Wow! That sounds scary and dramatic… and that’s because it is. Sure, technology has
progressed, become simplified, become cheaper, faster and simply plain ol’ easier to use.
However, I urge you to never lose sight of the fact that websites are still very complex
applications that require multiple servers, technologies, networks, software, languages,
frameworks and a whole bunch of s**** to make them work. There is a lot that can go wrong!
So my goal here is not to scare you but to start you out on a path of success (reading this
ebook is a good place to start). At FatLab, LLC we are a web support company, and I can tell
you that we see a lot of bad websites… I take that back… we see a lot of really bad sites.
A Big Budget Will NOT Shield You From Crap
At FatLab we are privileged to be working for organizations that aren’t poor, cheap, or budgetstrapped. Sure, they all have budgets, but my point is that the majority of the sites we see were
not cheap; and bad development is not necessarily a reflection of what an organization paid for
their website. I have personally seen websites that cost over $100K (yes, seriously) that are
horribly built, and I have seen websites that cost a few thousand that are models of computer
science genius. Get it? A healthy budget is not going to guarantee you a good product, and a
low budget doesn’t necessarily mean a crappy product.
No Rules or Regulations. Welcome to the Wild West
Web development and design is an unregulated industry. There are no qualifications to call
ones self a “developer” or “designer.” There are no tests to take, no certificates to show oﬀ and
no universal rate card. You can get people to do the same task for $5/hour that you can for
$250/hour. There is no uniformity. Just because someone charges more does not mean they
are better at their job than someone who charges less. Is a $100K website 5 times more
complex than a $20K website? Not always!
I am here to tell you that I have been calling myself a “developer” for about 20 years… does
that seem right to you: I was a developer at year 1 and I am a “developer” at year 20? I can tell
you I know a hell of a lot more today than I did 20 years ago, but that did not stop me from
telling people I knew how to program … and they hired me.
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It’s All in a Title… NOT
Ability to Write Code Not Required
Did you know that you can build a website today without writing one line of code? You can,
and I’m not even talking about services like SquareSpace and Wix, I’m talking about custom
websites built with WordPress and and other CMS’s for example. We have seen it time after
time, people who call themselves “developers” who literally point and click their way through
building websites for their clients. Now the question is: is this so wrong? It depends on whether
your contractor can fulfill the criteria of your project by pointing and clicking their way through
plugin and commercial theme installs. If so, then all is good, if not, then you just hired the
wrong person to build your website.
Developers, Programmers, Engineers, and other Fancy Titles
Personally, I would not call a point-and-click person a “developer,” I am a “developer” as I
know several languages and frameworks and server environments. However, with that said, I
know computer scientists (I’m talking people who hold Master’s degrees from institutions like
Johns Hopkins, MIT and other reputable places) who try their best to hold back their mocking
laughter when web people use words like “developer” or “programmer.” God forbid I call
myself “engineer.” For the record, I never do call myself “engineer” but I have seen some
comical resumes in my time of self-proclaimed “engineers.” Please note: the lack of degree
does not stop “developers” and “programmers” from calling themselves “computer engineers,”
“software engineers” and the like … remember when I said this is an unregulated industry?
Full stack, engineer, developer, programmer … it’s all unqualified bullshit. Is a senior developer
any better than a junior developer? Nope. I have seen people with 1 year experience run circles
around developers with more than 10 years experience. It’s kind of like sports, you can play the
game but if you don’t have natural talent you will never make the pros.
Portfolios and Testimonials Don’t Tell You Everything
Now let’s talk portfolios and recommendations. We all have them and they typically look and
sound good. Of course I’m not going to give you the names of my unhappy clients or show you
the projects that didn’t turn out great. Also know that a strong portfolio is not necessarily a sign
of a good developer. When you review someone’s portfolio you are not looking under the hood.
It’s tough to tell if the site was built well, if the client is happy with the performance, or
frustrated with lack of easy administration. It’s the old ‘judging a book by its cover’ analogy and
something as complex as software should never be judged simply by its design. This brings
me to my final point of this not-so-brief introduction … design versus development.
Is a Developer a Designer or is a Designer a Developer?
I will argue to end of days that design and development are very diﬀerent skill sets and the
likelihood (chance) that one person is good at both is very low. Sure, as a developer of
websites for over 20 years I will claim to have a sense of good or bad design but that does not
mean that I am “designer.” This is not to say that people can’t do both. I’m just warning you
that they will be better at one thing than the other. Take this into consideration as you decide
who you are going to work with for your next project. From large teams with front-end
developers, back-end developers, project managers, UX/UI experts, junior/senior designers to
studios with developers and designers to one-person shops/freelancers who do everything.
There is a reason for all of these models and they all turn out very diﬀerent projects. This must
be a consideration before you make the investment into your next web project. Do not assume
that designers are developers or developers are designers.
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Development Phases

Like dancing, if you miss a step it may get the job done but might not look so pretty
If you are developing a large-budget site with the help of an agency or studio then most
definitely a full plan and process should be defined for your web development project and
provided to you as part of the overall service. However, if you are working with a vendor that
does not provide such planning as part of their services, make absolutely sure that you make a
plan and follow it. Not following a plan, or skipping any of the steps outlined in the
following section could be detrimental to your project, deadline and budget.
The following are the minimum steps or phases for any web development project. Of course
larger projects may include software testing, focus groups, or other phases as each and every
project is diﬀerent.

Sitemap / Information Architecture
This is your initial planning document. Those of us who consider ourselves fancy-pants
developers may use snazzy terms like “Information Architecture” and develop a visually
attractive document that graphically communicates the proposed structure of the site. No
matter what fancy term or documents we use to describe this, at the end of the day it is just an
outline. An outline that shows the structure of the website. Starting with the home page, it
should lay out every major page and section. For the first pass, think simple such as the
following example for a Widget company:
• Home
• Services
• Widget Appraisal
• Widget Repair
• Widget Consulting
• Products
• Green Widgets
• Red Widgets
• Gold Widgets
• About Us
• The Company
• Leadership
• Staﬀ
• News
• Contact Us
Run this document by all stakeholders and make sure it captures all the content areas your site
is going to need. Though this document may start as a working document, by the time
development starts, this document should be locked down. It will become part of the
developer’s “bible,” but more on that later.
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Features Documentation
Along with the Sitemap you should develop a features document that describes how each
major section or page is supposed to function. If the contact form is supposed to integrate with
MailChimp, the news page is to include a Facebook feed or any other function required….
document it. The more detail the better, allow nothing to be left to assumption or interpretation.
Documentation matters. If it’s not in writing, there is no record of it being requested. Don’t
assume that notes are being taken in meetings and every phone call is documented. The
features document is your chance to put into writing exactly how your site should work. Both
your designers and developer (assuming they are not the same person) should follow the notes
in the final features document as they build your website. This too becomes part of our
developer’s bible.

Design
What is the site going to look like? It’s not enough to ask for a “clean professional design,”
believe me, everyone asks for that.
Whether to Go Custom or Use a Commercial Theme
At this point we must make a big decision: Are you going to work with a designer and/or a
team of UX/UI experts on a truly custom design, or are you going to purchase a commercial
theme? A commercial theme may be budget-friendly, as you can avoid the costs of custom
design, but it comes with many limitations. Such as customization and performance
implications, SEO and content structure. On the other hand, a custom design will allow you to
get exactly what your want, but it may add time and costs to the project. Pros and cons…
can’t avoid them. I go much further into these pros and cons later in this document.
A Custom Design. You So Fancy
If you have chosen to have a custom design made, you will want to work with your designer to
define exactly what the site will look like. In my opinion, the best sites out there use a set of
defined templates for each part of the website - though there are tools that can be installed
into CMSs that will allow you unlimited page layouts. These kind of tools quickly create a
chaotic unbalanced website and come with performance implications as well. I strongly
encourage that you enter this part of your project by thinking about a set number of templates.
Examples might be: home page, executive bio, general interior, main news page, news article
and contact us page. Some sites are super simple (simple is good) and may only have 1 or 2
templates, others may have many more. The number of unique templates will more than likely
have an eﬀect on the price and timeline of the entire project.
Depending on who you work with and your budget, you may go through a phase of UX/UI
discussions and wireframe development prior to starting the phase of design that includes
impressive comps in full color. Regardless, at the end of the this phase you should have a set
of templates that you are happy with … really happy with. Don’t assume everything can be
changed, judged or refined later. Though nothing in pixels is set in stone, changes to the
designs after this phase may cost more and aﬀect timelines.
Remember, a commercial designer is a not an artist. They should be open to constructive
criticism and assuming productive communication on both sides, it should only take 2-3
rounds of refinements to achieve the final designs. Make sure your agreement includes at least
a round or two of reasonable refinements.
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Don’t Forget the Developer
One of the most frustrating things that can happen is when a feature is designed, signed oﬀ on,
and accepted only to learn that the developer says it is impossible, impractical, or too complex
to the point of aﬀecting budget and timeline. To avoid this, include the developer during the
design process, let them review the design, and allow them time to raise any possible flags to
avoid frustrations later in the project.
A Commercial Theme. Why Reinvent the Wheel, Right?
Commercial themes are much less involved than a custom design. Just do a Google search
and you will find hundreds if not thousands to choose from. However, be aware that these were
designed in the eyes of the author and not through your eyes. They may not meet every
expectation you have and may have an impact on performance, scalability, customization
opportunities and site structure. Talk to your developer about the pros and cons and read the
theme reviews. Be sure the theme is well supported by the developer and that a large number
of these have been sold. In a world where website cost varies from a few dollars to 6 figures…
there is a diﬀerence between a $50 dollar commercial theme and a $6,000 custom design.
Design is Subjective - Make Sure Everyone (Who Matters) Sees It
Again, this comes from experience. Nothing is tougher than when a project is almost done,
been signed oﬀ on, or even launched when an important stakeholder, like a CEO, sees it for the
first time and is not happy. Hell, they have the title of CEO and it’s their job to voice their
opinion and their opinion demands action. If they don’t like it, but the project is complete or
nearly complete, what are you going to do!? I can promise you one thing … your designers and
developers are not going to work for free to redo a site because one person is unhappy, no
matter how important they are. This is a disaster. I have seen it happen. Make absolutely sure
you get approval from all stakeholders prior to beginning development!
Be Done and Put it in Writing
Sign oﬀ on the design. This is as much for you as your designer. Once you are happy with the
design or theme sign oﬀ on it and mark that point as the time that no further changes will be
made. Once development starts, changes to the design can have great eﬀect on timeline and
budget. Even requests such as, “make the font a little larger” can have a big impact on spacing
and layout. So sign oﬀ, because these final art files become part of the developer’s “bible.”

The Developer’s “Bible”
A good developer does what they are told (within reason of course), but first we must be told in
a very clear fashion what it is we are to do. Before I start a development project I put together
what I call the “Developer’s Bible”. This is a set of approved files including the sitemap/
information architecture, the features documentation, and the design files.
I call this our “bible” because it should be blessed by all parties, it should be undisputed by its
“followers” and accepted as the highest authority. If these things are done correctly and
thoroughly then the developer(s) should have no confusion about what they are to build for
you, and you should have no doubt to what is going to be built.
At the conclusion of the project, if the developer(s) gives you a site that looks exactly like the
design, includes all the sections and pages defined in the sitemap, and includes all the features
described in the features document, then you should be a happy client. Not only should you be
a happy client, but the developer(s) should be happy as well because they knew exactly what
was expected of them. There was no scope creep, and budgets and timelines were met.
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Test, Test and Test Again
This is the most overlooked step when planning a website. Seriously it is, by both clients and
developers alike. We often schedule development up until launch while assuming that review
rounds are testing rounds … they shouldn’t be. Make sure your development team gives you
testing time. The more complex the website, the more testing time you should allow. Have
many people test it, on many devices, and focus on whether things work.
This is About Testing, Not Your Opinion
When testing and asking people to test your site (hopefully hosted on a staging server for easy
access to your testing group) make it clear to them you are not asking them for their opinion on
design, styles, imagery and the like. People love to give their opinion and at this stage. The fact
that Jane Doe would like to see a diﬀerent shade of blue is simply not where you are at. The
time for artistic vision has passed, you are now just making sure everything works.
Instruct your testers to click through the site on desktops and mobile devices, to look at the
pages for broken layouts and to test every major function. If your site sells stuﬀ, testing should
include buying stuﬀ. If it has forms, fill them out and make sure they are received by the proper
people. Do not launch the site just because a deadline is approaching, a CEO is getting
anxious, or you figure your development team can squash bugs post launch. Test it because
no matter how good your development team is, a website is made up of thousands of lines of
code and even New York Times Best Selling authors have editors.
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Prepping for Your Next Project
So you are going to have a website built? You need to decide on the individual or team that is
going to do the build for you. Before you speak to one service provider or ask for one referral,
do yourself a favor and answer the following questions:
1. Do I have a preferred platform or language that I want the website built?
The platform/language chosen is going to determine the future support options of the website.
If you are going to use an open source platform like WordPress, Drupal, or Joomla then future
support options will be abundant but unregulated. If you choose an enterprise (licensed
platform) platform like .NET, support and hosting may cost more but you will find support
options more defined. If you choose a proprietary system or one with a smaller user base,
support and hosting options might be limited but very well defined.
A developer is going to try to sell you on the platform they know best and this is fine if you
have no preference. However, if you have a preference, make it known up front and be sure
your developer or team is not learning on your dime.
2. Do I understand the diﬀerence between a commercial theme and a custom design?
Which one do I want?
Commercial themes are available for many diﬀerent platforms and basically provide the design
for the website. Commercial themes typically cost between $0 and $50 and allow a website to
be setup very quickly. These are great options for budget tight projects but can pose many
limitations to design, functionality and performance. Customization will also be limited,
determined by how the theme was built (I would argue even skilled developers can’t make a
silk purse out of a sow’s ear).
Custom designs allow you to define exactly what you want your website to look like and how
you want it to function. However, this process can be timely and cost significantly more than an
oﬀ-the-shelf theme option.
Ask your developer/designer how they approach the theming of their websites and what that
means to cost, timeline, support, performance, and future scalability.
3. Is my website going to do something unique, complex or special that requires custom
development, or is it essentially an online marketing brochure?
There is nothing wrong with an online marketing brochure and I highly recommend you keep
things as simple as possible. Complexity is going to add cost, time and require future support.
Document the features/functions your website will need to have and maybe even a few you
would like it to have. Share these with your potential developer/designer so that they have a
very clear picture of what they are to build.
4. What is my timeline?
We typically find that websites take 3-6 weeks to design and develop but this is a very
subjective and a very rounded timeline. The timeline can of course vary greatly by the size,
complexity, platform, development/design team or many other factors. Share your deadline
with your developer and express the importance of that deadline. In other words, did you just
pick a due date because that sounded convenient (at the end of the month, before the new
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year, etc.) or do you have an event, marketing campaign or other factor that is determining the
deadline which can not be missed without major impact to your business? Share this with your
developer/designer. A good developer or team will be busy and need to schedule accordingly.
Hiring a team or individual and then surprising them with a tight deadline is no way to
start a project.

Development vs. Design
People often lump design and development into a single discipline. This is in part because it’s
hard to throw a rock and not hit someone who calls themselves a website designer and
developer. They do this because they provide both these services to their clients. However, and
I made this point earlier, I believe these to be very diﬀerent skill sets.
Sure, there are people out there that do both fairly well, however, given the fact that there are
also people out there that make a very solid living being just a designer or just a developer. I
am going to argue that they are very diﬀerent skills and no one can do both equally as well.
In fact, these skill sets are broken down even further within the web development industry: UX/
UI experts, designers, front-end developers, back-end developers, server “engineers”, etc. My
point is not to discourage you from hiring a single freelancer but to evaluate their skill set very
carefully. Do not assume that because they say they are both programmer and designer that
they are good at both.
Please take my warning when I tell you that I have seen some incredibly designed websites
that are rat’s nests of code that cause the owners headache after headache and dollar after
dollar. I have also seen websites that have gone to such an incredible level of programming
that it would make even the most confident programmer question their skills, but resemble the
interface to Microsoft Word - in 1999. OK, OK maybe I am exaggerating a little bit but I hope
you get my point.
Personally, I would rather have a website built by a good programmer and an OK designer than
the other way around. Design is subjective but clean code, site performance and reliability
are not.
Please consider my comparison of skills between developer and designer as you give thought
to your next website. This may aﬀect your decision of whether you hire a freelancer, studio, or
agency, but more importantly, I hope it aﬀects how you think about your website project as a
whole.
KISS: Keep it Simple, Stupid
Humans have a propensity to complicate the hell out of things. We all do it and I think when we
are dealing with complex things like software and servers we often assume that the complexity
is “built in.” We also tend to want do something new rather than stay with the old. However, try
to avoid reinventing the wheel. Complex custom functions may not be necessary, innovative
design might answer some complex user experience challenges, or a simple email contact
form might work as well as an API integration. Complexity adds cost up front and down the
road when support is needed.
Challenging a designer to write complex custom software will get similar results as challenging
a developer to do cutting-edge design. Of course, if you choose to work with a studio or
agency, specialists may be available for your project, but think about long term support and the
eﬀort and costs involved with that. Will you be able to get someone to work within that fancy
framework, that cutting-edge design or complex custom software piece? What will it cost and
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what is the lifespan before the design is tossed aside as a short-term fad or the 3rd party
integration must be overhauled because of an upgrade on the provider’s side?
My point: do what you need to do. Make sure your website provides the functions your
audience(s) require and do so in a clean, easy-to-navigate interface. Don’t try to impress them
with new (mostly unneeded) features or cutting-edge design. Keep things as simple as possible
during your build and know you can always enhance the site over time. This will help keep your
budgets reasonable, your timeline realistic and your design/development team sane …
seriously developers are notoriously moody people and we hate complexity for the sake
of complexity or design for the sake of design.
Remember, form should always follow function.

Your RFP
You don’t necessarily need a formal Request for Proposal (RFP) in order to find a developer/
designer for your next project. Agreements can be made on brief descriptions, pre-defined
service packages or whatever seems to fit. However, I am a developer of 20 years and I am
here to tell you that you absolutely need an RFP (a good RFP) if you are going to get a
custom website designed and/or developed.
The RFP is initially more for you than the developer. It’s a chance to get all your wants, needs,
and expectations down in writing. It’s simply not enough to say, “We need a small business
website with a professional design.” You need to define a scope for this project. The project
scope will allow you to set your own expectations as well as setting those of your design/
development team.
I will tell you that I have talked a lot of people who are not happy with the team or individual
that initially built their website and the number one complaint is typically, “they just didn’t get
what I wanted.” So let me ask, who’s fault is that? Sure, there are people out there that just
don’t get it and I am the first to admit that developers are a stubborn group. But if they weren’t
“getting it,” why was that? I’m going to bet, after much experience in the client services space,
that it’s not that they didn’t get it because they were stupid, but that they didn’t get it because
it wasn’t communicated eﬀectively, expectations weren’t set, time got long and money got
short.
Skip the BS
Write an RFP, do not skip this step! However, please skip all the bullshit phrases like “mobile
first design,” “social media integrations,” “database control,” “dynamic,” “fresh,” “should be
able to make changes to the site without paying for support,” “eﬃcient design and
development cycle,” “must allow third-party API integration” and “easy to navigate.” These are
all bullet points that I have seen more than once in RFPs over the years. Here’s the thing, these
phrases mean nothing to your developer or at least don’t set a true expectation. Let’s translate
some of these, ie: turn them from meaningless industry diarrhea into meaningful RFP points:
Mobile First Design: Website should be responsive and display cleanly on devices of all sizes
from desktops to mobile phones. (Your developer should have said “duh” to this one and if not
do not hire them.)
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Social Media Integrations: Visitors to our site should be able to share our blog articles to their
social media accounts, links to our own social media profiles should be prominent within the
design and we would like our latest Tweet to appear within our blog pages as well as our home
page.
Dynamic and Fresh: We are looking for a clean simple design which includes text and images
and allows our content to take center stage. We do plan on using video more in the future but
do not currently utilize video within our content. Here are some sites from within our industry
that we like various features of … in particular, we like the sticky navigation feature and the
blog layout. If you do not know the terms for elements you like, take a screenshot and grab the
URL to include in your RFP.
Should be able to make changes to the site without paying for support: We would like to use a
Content Management System (CMS) such as WordPress so that we can easily edit and add
content to the website without relying on a programmer. In particular, we would like the ability
to add executive bios, blog posts, and new pages to the website.
Eﬃcient design and development cycle: Our business will be attending a trade show on April
15-21, 20—. This is a high visibility opportunity for us and we hope to have the website up and
finalized by then. We would like the website to be launched 2 weeks before the event so that
we can deal with any critical issues or refinements prior to the event. Please make sure your
team is aware of this “soft launch” and is available to continue work post launch to finalize the
site for the show.
Must allow third-party API integration: Our organization uses Salesforce to track sales leads
and we subscribe to the Enterprise plan with Salesforce. The website contact forms must
integrate with Salesforce. In addition, we use MailChimp for our newsletter and the newsletter
subscribe form should add new signups to our list in Mailchimp.
Easy to navigate: Our organization is very much focused on our executives and their
publications. We would like to ensure that site visitors are able to access these executive
profiles and white papers quickly and even highlight a sampling of each on the home page.
It’s Your Project, Define It
Your RFP should boil down to a checklist of criteria with no vagueness or interpretationneeded. Your development team should be able to use this document to write a proposal
(“price” because we all know you will skip all the text and go straight to the pricing page) and
then you (and your development team) should be able to use this document to develop a
detailed scope that can be literally checked oﬀ upon delivery.
Vagueness, such as the all too popular meaningless points I refer to above, leaves things open
to interpretation which leads to bad scheduling and pricing. Nothing derails a project faster
than one party thinking they are paying too much, or the other party thinking that demands
exceed budget. It’s also important to remember that development is a timely process and an
accurate timeline cannot be given unless the criteria of the project are clear.
I have had clients (mostly in my early years) that assumed that a new website would include
content, images and hosting. You know what they say about “assume,” don’t ya? The point
here is to put absolutely everything you are going to need from our service provider into this
RFP document. Do not assume that they will know anything. I often tell my clients that I work
like the computers I program for: I only do only as I am told.
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Of course there is the argument that you don’t know what you don’t know, so don’t think about
this as a technical exercise (unless you are actually a technical person). Leave the technical
stuﬀ to the development team, put it in plain English what you expect from this project. Share
this document with your team, coworkers and/or consultants and make sure it is as solid as
possible before soliciting bids. Again, think “checklist” not concept or idea.
A detailed and concise RFP will greatly increase your chances of finding the right development
team, getting an honest price, keeping your project on schedule, and in the end accepting
delivery on a product that will last you for years to come.
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Evaluating a Developer
This is where things get tough! Why so tough? Why can’t you just look at a portfolio, check
some references, and pick someone to build your website? Because those things will give you
zero insight into the quality of development you are going to get. Those things will give you
zero insight into the future cost of support, the (potential) headache of maintenance, and the
probability that your investment will last as long as you expect it to.
Think about it, when you go and buy a new car you open the hood and look around the engine.
Even I do this and I don’t know jack about cars, engines, or what all those hoses, wires and
fans are. However, we look and we make the salesperson tell us all about the engine. We don’t
do this with websites. Most owners of websites and clients of website developers never look
“under the hood.” Even if they did they probably would not know what they are looking at or
how to judge it.
To make matters worse, if you ask 10 developers to do the same task it will get done 10
diﬀerent ways… I promise. Sure there are best practices to development, but that doesn’t
mean it won’t work 9 other ways. So which way is best? Well I cannot say there is an absolute
“right” way, but I can say that there are ways that will make the website perform fast or perform
slow, there are ways that will make it easy to maintain or hard to maintain, there are ways that
will make it easy to change and enhance and ways that won’t, there are ways that will give it an
SEO advantage and there are ways that will hurt the site’s chances of ranking well. These are
all concrete facts but much more abstract to define, evaluate or make a decision on if you are
not a pretty advanced website developer yourself. In the end, there is a right choice and there
is a wrong choice and this is where so many people have gone wrong. It inspired the folks at
FatLab, LLC to put together this ebook and service.

Developers vs. Designers
At this point I feel like I am beating the proverbial dead horse to death (again) in my point that
designers are not developers and developers are not designers … they are always going to be
better at one or the other. However, that doesn’t mean that a good web product can’t be
produced by a single person. Regardless, these are very diﬀerent disciplines. So here is how I
see things:
The Designer
A (good) designer is someone who has experience working in software platforms like
Photoshop, Illustrator, Invision or Sketch. This person, following the client’s direction or
sometimes following wireframes developed by them or a UX/UI consultant, develops a series
of comps for client review and critique. This person then refines these comps to the client’s
taste, the whole time being aware of, and advising on, the limitations of display within modern
browsers (desktop or mobile). This person is not an “artist” and does not take constructive
critique personally. They design for the audience and not themselves, following best practices
for design and not something neat they saw on another site. They experiment with modern
design techniques but do not sell “cutting edge” design.
A true designer is not buying a commercial theme, is not making code decisions, or using
plugins or modules to enable their “design.” They know how to work with a developer and can
provide assets to the developer but are not “coding” their way through design. Design is done
separate from development and then “integrated” through code but not built from.
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The Developer
A good developer knows how to write code from scratch, knows multiple frameworks, and
knows the principals of at least one programming language (regular Googling is allowed). Code
is like a foreign language in that you either know it or you don’t … immersion works but it
doesn’t mean you are fluent.
A good developer understands the basics of the server technologies they develop for. They
don’t need to be server administrators or engineers but they need to understand the core
principals of how things work. They will know how to debug, they will understand how their
programming decisions aﬀect everyday performance and what constitutes best practice.
A developer is defined as someone who builds websites by writing code and maybe integrating
“helpers” like pre-built plugins and modules but does not rely on such things to determine the
final product. They should be able to listen to their clients or project managers and be able to
define a challenge in a technical sense and propose and implement solutions without being
limited to copy and pasting from online tutorials and installing (more) modules and plugins.
It is critical to understand that a developer is not a person who buys a commercial theme, then
installs plugins or modules to produce a website for a client. A developer knows when to use
pre-written scripts and libraries and when to write their own.

Diﬀerent Kinds of Developers
Historically, there were two kinds of developers when it came to web development: Front-end
and back-end. The front-end developer is someone who works with the cosmetic aspect of the
website or application (what the user sees and how the interface is interacted with) while the
back-end developer focused on the ‘engine’ of the application: whereby they program for the
chosen servers to query a database and produce data that will be shown on the front end.
However, it’s not always necessary to have both of these kinds of developers build a website
as many web developers are proficient in both front and back-end development. It’s only larger,
more complex projects where it become really necessary to split these roles.
As web technologies grew and improved from the late 1990s onward, diﬀerent frameworks
were introduced. These frameworks provide developers a defined structure which they can
work in; a set of rules and a model to follow. These frameworks grew to include feature-rich
content management systems such as WordPress, Joomla, Drupal and hundreds of others.
These are amazing systems. It was less than 20 years ago that we were building a custom
CMS for each and every client. Today we can stand up a full-featured CMS in a matter of
minutes and from there it’s simply an issue of customizing it for the client’s needs. This, in my
opinion, has led to the introduction of several new kinds of ‘developers.’ Not all of them are
good and I cannot stress how important it is to know exactly what kind of developer you are
working with on your project. The following are not technical terms and definitions but my
interpretation of the ‘kinds’ of developers you may encounter.
The Point-and-Click Developer
This person may call themselves a developer but I am going to disagree. This person doesn’t
know how to write code beyond maybe a little minor styling with CSS. This person can install a
content management system, a pre-built theme, and then load it up with a plugins and
modules that provide the needed functionality or at least approximate it. This person, because
of their lack of programming knowledge, is incapable of considering performance, ease-of-use,
or long term maintenance. They will be unable to meet their client’s challenges with anything
that is not already written as part of a plugin or module and may complicate a project installing
plugin after plugin trying to meet the project requirements.
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Avoid point-and-click developers as they simply do not have the skills to develop a quality
project. In fact, they are not doing anything you probably couldn’t do for yourself and
potentially charging a lot for it.
The CMS Developer
This person is much more a coder than the point-and-click person. They understand the ins
and outs of a content management system. The only disadvantage to hiring this person is that
their skillset is limited to a particular CMS. In other words, this person may be able to do
custom WordPress development (writing code) but is not a true PHP/MySQL developer (the
language and database that runs WordPress). This means that unless what they want to do is a
documented feature, capability, or function of the CMS, they may struggle to get it built. This
person may be a strong CMS developer but lacking true development principals. They rely on
the framework of the CMS to guide their work versus understanding the the fundamental
programming standards.
I’ll argue that there is nothing really wrong with this kind of developer. In fact, I would say a
simple evaluation of any developer who is going to build you a website using a platform like
WordPress is to ask if they are able to ‘open the hood’ and work within the code. This
requirement will weed out the point-and-click kiddies and you’ll immediately be working with
someone much more qualified.
Where this kind of developer is going to be a disadvantage is when you have a truly custom
function you need built. If you need something that has not been built yet, is not part of a
CMS’s documentation, then this person may be in for a real challenge. The problem I see over
and over again is that it is this person that doesn’t realize they are not a true developer. They
are often very confident and though most of their projects go well, every once and while they
meet a challenge they don’t have the skills for. They may know enough but the result is often a
rat’s nest of ineﬃcient code or once again a plethora of installed modules or plugins that
hamper performance and make the site hard to manage.
Wrapping Up Developer Types
In short ‘developer’ is an unqualified title and can mean very diﬀerent things. I would flat out
avoid the point-and-click developer and work very hard to weed them out of your potential
project providers. Pick your individual or team based on the complexity of your project and not
their portfolio alone. Ask them questions about how they meet challenges not solved with a
plugin, and if they use commercial (prebuilt) themes or custom develop their own. Ask them if
they know various programming languages or if they just know a CMS. Ask for examples
similar to what you are looking for or examples of how they met other client’s unique
challenges. Challenge them on what kind of developer they are.
Finally, never lose fact that, despite the fact that technologies have gotten easier to use, that
you are embarking on a very technical project. It takes a lot to push pixels by running database
queries, rendering dynamic data to HTML and to deliver a flawless performance centric
experience to the end user. Design can be eye candy but complex code still runs websites.
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Website Performance, What is That?
When we talk about “performance” in regards to a website we are typically talking about
speed, speed of loading pages.
When I first started developing for the web, computers were large and storage was small. A
megabyte used to be a big thing (anyone remember 1.44” floppies?). We were all on dial-ups at
home and fast was a T-1 line at the oﬃce. Web pages were simple things and we expected
things to be slow. Today, at least in North America, we are dealing with an audience that is
assumed to be on broadband, and this has allowed us to load up web pages with highresolution images and scripts that give them various visual eﬀects and integrations with social
media channels and the like. The problem: this slows things down… way down. However, there
is a way to develop a website so that you can have all (or at least most) of those things and still
have a high level of performance.
Performance Should Not be an Afterthought
The problem we most often see is that performance is an afterthought. More times than not a
client will get a new website built and it is not until it is built that they run speed tests and ask
what can be done to improve performance. If performance is important to you (and it probably
should be) then you should make performance a requirement of the project from day one.
Ensure your developer understands what performance is, and the best practices of
performance based development.
Why it Matters
There are two basic reasons to why performance matters. The first, and in my opinion the most
important, is user experience. Users today expect things to be fast. They don’t care that an
image is slow to display because of its stunning high resolution beauty, they may appreciate
the beauty but they don’t care to wait for it. Studies by Google, Amazon1 and others show that
bounce rates soar (the rate at which people abandon a website quickly without waiting for the
full page to load or visiting a second page) as pages get slower.
The second is SEO ranking. Google and other search engines and directories have stated that
they take performance (web page load time) into consideration of their rankings 2. Put simply, a
faster loading page has a better chance of ranking well in the search engines and this can
greatly eﬀect overall traﬃc levels. Now with that said, Google will not say exactly how much
performance aﬀects ranking and it’s my opinion that it’s not uncommon for site owners and
managers to focus on page speed too much while ignoring what really counts: content.
Regardless, performance matters.

How One Second Could Cost Amazon $1.6 Billion In Sales
https://www.fastcompany.com/1825005/how-one-second-could-cost-amazon-16-billion-sales
1

Using site speed in web search ranking
https://webmasters.googleblog.com/2010/04/using-site-speed-in-web-search-ranking.html
Using page speed in mobile search ranking
https://webmasters.googleblog.com/2018/01/using-page-speed-in-mobile-search.html
2
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What Aﬀects Performance
Remember when we are talking about performance, we are talking about speed. There are a
plethora of articles out there that will tell you how to optimize your site and have tips that
stretch from server configuration to using CDNs and caching technologies. Here is the deal,
from a development standpoint, there are two things that have the absolute biggest impact on
performance: number of connections (requests) required and total page size.
For each and every file on your page, a call has to be made back to the server. This means for
every single image, javascript file, stylesheet, font, etc., the browser must make a call back to a
server. A web page with 20 required connections is going to perform better than a page with
120. Read all the optimization articles you want, yell at the server guy to make things faster…
none of it’s going to matter if your web page requires a lot of connections - it is going to be
slow.
Now comes page size. A page with a lot of text and few images, each only a few kilobytes in
size, is going to be much faster than a page with a lot of images in that totals megabytes. It
takes time for the server to send large images and for your visitor to download images. And
images are only part of it. Stylesheets, javascript files, fonts etc. All add up in terms of
bandwidth required to render your web page.
Performance as it Relates to Development
So what does this have to do with development? A site built with a lot of plugins or modules,
each with their own stylesheets, javascript, fonts, etc., is going to be slower than a site the
relies more heavily on good custom code. Now consider the use of commercial themes
whereby the theme author has focused on providing the most number of variations, styles,
features, etc. These things are notoriously heavy and typically do not perform well.
Another thing to consider is eye-candy; or visual eﬀects and fanciness. These require scripts to
run, which add to the total weight and the number of connections required to render the page.
A slider, a slide show, fancy shadow boxes, video players, stuﬀ that moves … it all adds up in a
real hurry.
One of the most frustrating points in our job is working with clients that are working with script
and image bloated websites and yet are demanding a high performance out of them. We have
had clients whose web pages have come in at over 50MB and have hundreds of scripts to
load. Educating them on the fact that their sites can be improved but will never load under a
set number of seconds is tough lesson, especially after they may have just spent thousands
having a new website built.
Of course, there are other factors in website performance to consider, but from a development
perspective, be sure to make performance a focal point of your project. Challenge your
developer on how they will build the site. Point out that you are very much aware that the use
of commercial themes and plugins are notorious performance killers. Ask that they optimize/
minimize all your scripts and images and maybe even demand a performance report prior to
launch.
A good developer will be able to advise on how to integrate all the features you are looking for
while still providing a high performance website. A bad developer will load your site up with
heavy themes, plugins, modules, and unoptimized images that will cause your site to be slow
and heavy. Be sure to also discuss the pros and cons of any one feature as it relates to site
performance.
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Technical SEO
Now this document is on how to plan for and find a developer, designer, team to build your
next project - it’s not about the marketing of your site - and search engine optimization is really
a marketing issue. However, with that said, it does a have a technical basis as all things “web”
do.
As discussed in the performance section of this document, the search engines do account for
page speed in their rankings. A poorly built site can be slow and in turn hurt your SEO
marketing eﬀorts. So SEO starts with a well built site. Also consider that a well built site is
about more than just speed, but also cleanliness of rendered code. Most search engines use
“spiders” to crawl websites. Simply put, software is used to read the contents of the web page.
This software does not read the pages like you and I do, they read the rendered source code.
Messy unoptimized, un-hierarchical code is going to make the bots’ job harder and this will be
reflected in your rankings.
Most developers will know about SEO and be able to talk about how their sites include SEO
best practices. However, let’s be honest for a moment, SEO is really mostly about content:
Page titles, meta descriptions, URLs, body content, alt descriptions on images, etc.
Oh - I am sure some SEO specialists would be red in the face knowing I simplified their job to
what all websites already have: content. However, it’s the truth and unless your SEO
consultants are true content strategists they are probably not worth the money you are paying
them. Also remember paid placement is not SEO - that is called advertising … but I digress.
SEO from a development perspective is about performance, clean optimized code, and not
junking up the site with hundreds of scripts and heavy files such as large images. Beyond that
it’s about content and content structure.
Talk to your prospective developers about their technical SEO eﬀorts, how they address
performance and ensure that you will have easy control of things like meta descriptions, URLs
and file attributes (example: alt and title tags for images) and then really (really) focus on what
was written in the performance section of this document … it counts for SEO in a big way!
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Hosting, Support and Maintenance
Have you thought about hosting, long term support and maintenance for your new site? This is
probably where your eyes roll because you realize these are the services I sell. However, bear
with me as I promise you this is very important and not a cold sales pitch.
Hosting
Not all hosting is the same. We often say at FatLab that if your monthly coﬀee habit at a local
café is costing you more than your hosting every month, priorities are not aligning. Hosting can
cost as little as a few bucks a month or cost hundreds of dollars per month and these setups
are very diﬀerent. From shared hosting to dedicated servers, CDNs, firewalls and backups;
each and every service is diﬀerent.
The hosting service you choose will aﬀect the performance of your new website (though good
development is just as important) which in turn can aﬀect your SEO rankings. Downtime can
be detrimental to a business that considers their website mission critical; or not such a big deal
for less important sites. You need to decide how important good, reliable, secure, hosting is to
you.
Many web developers/designers oﬀer hosting services as part of their services. Make sure their
oﬀering matches the need of your website. Discuss uptime, after-hours response, CDNs,
firewalls and backups. Make sure that their oﬀering is in line with your needs. Do not assume
all hosting is the same and don’t be afraid to host somewhere diﬀerent than your developer/
designer recommends if it doesn’t sound like it meets your needs.
Support
Once you launch your new website you are not done. Websites are complex things and I hate
to say it, but they will break, things will go wrong, and future work will need to be done. Budget
for this. Every organization is diﬀerent and some only need occasional support when
something goes wrong, while others need a full time resource to support website users,
technical issues and to enhance the site over time.
Be sure to discuss long term support options with your developer. If your site was well built in a
popular platform/language then you should have many support options available to you, from
dedicated in-house resources to dedicated support teams like FatLab, to simply calling your
developer on an as needed basis for an hourly fee. I have heard from many clients over the
years that they were surprised by the amount of support their site requires and this kind of
surprise can be devastating to cash-strapped organizations that did not plan on such an
expense.
Of course if you followed the advice in this document and hired a good developer or team to
build your site, support will be more eﬃcient and potentially less expensive than if your site
was poorly built. There is a saying that I often refer to, as crass as it may seem: Shit in, shit out.
Smooth, cost eﬀective support is very much dependent on having a quality product
designed and built to begin with.
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Maintenance
When we talk about maintenance we are typically talking about software updates. Most
popular CMSs such as WordPress or Drupal and their associated plugins, modules and themes
need to be regularly updated. Though some of these updates bring enhanced features and
optimized services, the most important updates are security updates. The number one defense
against a hack or malware injection is to keep your site updated. A site that has not been
updated with the latest software versions is a site that has every known security vulnerability
still present. If running a CMS like WordPress, Joomla, Drupal - or really any CMS - it is
extremely important that you plan to keep your new site up to date. Recovering from a hack,
malware injection or worse (exposure of personal identifiable information of members, clients
or customers) can cost an organizations hundreds, if not millions of dollars. Sometimes the
damage is not about money but reputation. Regular maintenance of your site is important. Be
sure to decide whether you are planning on taking care of this internally or if you would be
better oﬀ with a managed hosting service or support company that takes care of this regularly
for you as part of an overall security plan.
The Advertisement
FatLab, LLC is a website support company specializing in the hosting, support and
maintenance of WordPress websites. We provide secure and performance based hosting as
well as several maintenance and support plans. Contact us today to discuss further at https://
www.fatlabwebsupport.com/contact-us/.
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Wrapping It Up
As a support company we see countless websites that are okay, but could have been built
better. We have also seen some absolute disasters and realize that this is due to client buying a
complex product without having the technical skills required to truly evaluate it until it is too
late and the money is spent.
I believe that this comes down to a single point in the process: hiring the wrong person or shop
to build the website to begin with. This is easily done considering that a flashy portfolio and
vague answers to fluﬀy RFPs is the norm in this unregulated industry.
When someone says they are a “developer,” we don’t really even know what that means. Sure
they can stand up a website - but do they know how to program (write code) - and if so what is
their level of skill and proficiency? What is a designer - do designers know how to write code and can someone be as good of a designer as they are a coder?
The sad truth is that those who buy websites for their businesses often have no way of
evaluating these skills. It’s not like you buy a website that often, right?
I’m not entirely sure what the answer is here, and to be honest, I feel highly embarrassed by my
industry for producing such crap. However, I do think FatLab has this figured out: it all comes
down to the planning and hiring decision. This is why we have put this document together and
why we have put a program together to help organizations make the right hiring decisions.
Learn more about our website consulting services and how we are Taking a Stand Against Bad
Web Development at https://www.fatlabwebsupport.com/website-consulting/

Taking a Stand Against Bad Web Development
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