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Introduction

This document outlines the major steps and procedures used by the OPO Web/Print group in the development of a web project.  The purpose of this document is to allow all members of a production team to understand their roles and responsibilities during the creation of a web project.  In addition, this document will act as a conduit to capture lessons learned from previous projects and incorporate process changes into future development efforts.

The process is broken down into six phases, each of which must be completed before the next can be started.  The team members who will create the web project are collectively referred to as the production team.  This team is made up of members from the client's team as well as staff members from the Web/Print group. 

This process is meant to be a guideline of how production will be conducted, but the production team may choose to deviate from this procedure if they determine the process is inappropriate for the project at hand.

The Six Stages of Production

Defining the Client's Objectives

Jointly Managed by the Production Chief & Client Lead

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Client team

Overview

In this stage, the client's objectives are articulated and the client is given a written introduction to the overall production process.

Major Steps

· Client completes the Client Questionnaire (Appendix 1) and returns it to the Production Chief

· The questionnaire leads the client through a series of questions that categorize the project and clearly define the project’s main goals and objectives; this material will be provided to the entire production team prior to the content phase kickoff meeting

· The Production Process Overview document (Appendix 2) is distributed to all members of the client team

· This document outlines the entire production process in an abbreviated fashion to let all members of the client's team understand how the project will progress

Content Outline Development

Managed by the Information Architect

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Information Architect, Client, Writer, Creative Lead, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Subject Matter Expert

Overview

The content development phase is where the project is organized and the major elements of the finished product are identified and explained.  The information architect (IA) leads this phase of production and is responsible for exposing and recording the main points and elements of the project and defining any relationships between the content areas.

The production team clarifies the mission and the vision for the project, balancing the needs of the client and those of the audience(s).  The team maps out how users will find information in the site by defining its organization, navigation, labeling, and searching systems, and identifies how the web project will accommodate change and growth over time.

Decisions on how the information will be presented are not made here. Those decisions will be made in the design phase.  Instead, the production team should focus on defining the underlying message and purpose of the site.  If the content being produced requires that the audience sequentially step through the material, then that should be explicitly documented in this phase.  It is often useful to produce examples or diagrams to explain the concepts in this phase, but these interpretations may or may not be integrated into the finished product.  What will be integrated into the final product are the major concepts.

All of the discussions and decisions generated during this phase should be recorded in the Content Outline.  This document will form the basis of all future work, and as such must be signed off by the client before proceeding to the design phase.

Major Steps

· Kickoff meeting

· Team goes over the Client Questionnaire (CQ) to make sure everyone understands the client's requirements; this is also a good time to further flesh out any parts of the CQ document that were unclear

· Define user scenarios to guide the production team

· Work through a set of user scenarios that would typify what the average audience(s) would do on this website

· Conduct a competitive analysis of other websites that are doing similar activities

· Formally capture and review examples of websites that are similar to the project under development; discuss these sites with the team and document what the team likes and dislikes about each site

· In some cases the production team may choose not to review other websites as that might negatively influence the creative process 

· Information architecture

· Definition of major content elements (excluding design or presentation)

· Capture any design ideas that arise during the group discussions and record them in a pre-draft version of the Design Script
· Lay out the interrelationships between the major ideas/points

· Determine if a user needs prior knowledge of certain content or must have previous experience with some subject

· Hierarchical org charts are useful for content that lends itself to nonlinear learning; also consider using a flow chart to capture sequentially organized content

· Create the Content Outline
· Capture all elements of this phase in the standard script template

· Client review and signoff

· Consider what types of promotional materials (or activities) will be needed

Design Script Development Phase

Managed by the Creative Lead

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Information Architect, Writer, Creative Lead, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Usability Expert

Overview

This is where the real creativity happens.  All requirements set forth in the Content Outline are now developed into a mature Design Script that effectively communicates the message of the product to the audience.  One key point to keep in mind is that neither the organizational structure nor any presentation concept outlined in the Content Outline needs to be replicated in the actual product.

New creative approaches to expressing the content should be explored.  The design of the product should communicate the content as previously defined, but can differ vastly from how the content was organized in the Content Outline.  

The Design Script can take many different forms.  A portal site will have a very different script than a highly interactive website.  There is no one right way to capture the intellectual output of the production team; let the needs of the product dictate the method of documentation used.

At the end of this phase the Design Script must contain highly defined graphic designs and writing, and a description of all programming functionality (interactives, Flash movies, etc.) that will be developed during the build phase.  The script should make very clear to the entire team (and external reviewers) what will be produced and how it will function.

Additionally, there may be design elements of the product that have to be tested for usability and or feasibility.  This is especially true for interactive elements.  It is best to create a rough working prototype that can be pilot tested before full-scale production begins.

Major Steps:

· Creative interpretation of Content Outline
· It is often useful to start this phase by brainstorming ideas with the entire team to flesh out new approaches to presenting the content

· In many cases it is best to allow a smaller subsection of the production team to create a rough draft of the Design Script; this smaller group can focus on crafting a clear message out of the Content Outline while avoiding the "designed by committee" approach 

· Integrated layout, copy, and programming elements must be defined and documented

· Functionality defined

· Look and feel defined

· Specific programming details defined

· The production chief helps the process by creating a central repository for written and visual contents that will be used on the site.  The status of each element should be recorded

· Create Design Script
· Capture all elements of this phase in the script

· Invite feedback from non-involved Web/Print members

· client review and signoff

· Usability review

· Copyedit review

Build Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Writer, Graphic Designer, Programmer

Overview

Everything in the build process leads up to this phase where the team begins to create the finished web product.  The Design Script serves as the blueprint for all development work.  No script will ever be perfect, but the issues that will arise during this phase should be easily addressed and should be refinements, not a total overhaul of the design.

During the build phase there will be reviews and status checks as appropriate, so the client can observe the team's progress.

In addition, there may be promotion materials that must be created to let the world know about the new web project.

Major Steps:

· Product begins to take shape with all coding, graphics, & writing in place

· Web/Print and client reviews/feedback sessions are held

· Promotion activities

· Descriptive copy is generated

· Search engine text (10, 20, 30, ... words)

· 1-2 paragraph description used for email or press release

· OPO portal page text (if appropriate)

· Generate graphics and thumbnail pictures for press release and portal page promo areas

· Create collateral (print, etc.) materials that advertise the new site

Post-Build Review & Cleanup Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Client, Writer, Copyeditor, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Subject Matter Expert, Creative Lead, Tester

Overview:

During this phase the web project is tested and reviewed to make sure it meets the original goals and objectives set forth in the content phase.  Automated and manual tests are performed to verify that the site works under all targeted browsers and operating systems.  The client will conduct a final review of the product, noting any issues that should be addressed.  

If desired, a usability test may be performed to see how the targeted audience reacts to the site's design, content, and functionality.

Punch lists will be generated that define all changes (client and Web/Print generated) that must be fixed prior to posting.  Everything that was changed is then tested again and a final copyedit of the site is conducted.

During this time the site is locked down and no one should make changes that are not a part of the punch lists.

Major Steps

· Site is locked down

· Usability testing

· External expert, non-expert, Web/Print, and Client review

· Testing/Review Cycle

· Punch list is generated

· Rework is done

· Copyedit review

· Product goes through testing—testbed and SiteSweeper (508?)

· Client sign off

· Post the product online

Closeout Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Everyone

Overview

The final phase of most projects occurs after the web project has been posted and is an opportunity for the production team to share development issues with the larger Web/Print and client groups.

Major Steps

· Conduct the Post-Game Debrief (lessons learned) meeting

· This is an opportunity to capture and share the problems encountered during the web project development with the entire Web/Print and client groups; issues with the production process should be identified and modifications made to the production process where appropriate

Content Outline — In-Depth

What is a Content Outline?

A Content Outline is a document that formally lists the objectives of a project.  The objectives are based on the client's needs.  The Content Outline will ultimately be used as a guide, or checklist, for the production team to ensure that a project’s content and message stay focused and on course.

Why have a Content Outline?

A good Content Outline offers the following advantages:

· serves as a reminder to the client and Web/Print team members of content discussions

· there will be fewer misunderstandings because the issues have been written down and agreed upon

· ensures that there are fewer revisions because the project has been thoroughly thought through

· different disciplines will have an opportunity to offer insight early in the project; this may steer the project away from pitfalls and toward unexpected opportunities

Primary Team Members Involved

From the very beginning, the client and all of the assigned Web/Print team members will contribute to a project.  This process begins and ends with lots of communication.  Whenever possible, members of the production team should work together.  Each needs the other.  The client may involve himself as much or as little as desired, but client involvement at checkpoints is required.

Making a Content Outline

Everyone will come together to gain an understanding of what the client wants to do and how the project fits into the larger goals of OPO.  The project will be scoped with emphasis on message, audience, budget, and time constraints.  Use the following steps to help scope the project.

Information Gathering

The client should gather as much information as necessary to help production team members thoroughly understand the subject.  Understanding the subject is crucial because ideas and creativity come from what we know.  We can‘t pull out of our heads what isn‘t in there.

Analysis

What is the problem?  Be careful not to drift into decision making on format, color, and design elements before the problem has been identified.  To get at the problem, ask the following questions:

· What are we trying to communicate and why?

· Who needs this information and why?

· What does the audience know?  What does it need to know?

· What single, unique, focused message should the audience walk away with after reading or seeing this piece?

· What have we done to communicate this information before?

· How will our audience respond?  How will we respond to our audience’s response?

· Will the audience receive the same information from another source?

· Does the audience want this information?  Do they not want it? Do they care?

Setting Objectives

After analysis, decide what the project should accomplish.  Stay focused, be specific, and clarify the objective.  Consider the following:

· Define the audience.  It is difficult to reach a 16-year-old and a 70-year-old in the same communication.  Who is most important?

· Define expectations.  How will we evaluate the success of the communication?

· Decide on a single message.  If the message can’t be stated in two sentences, we may be saying too much.

· Develop design criteria such as format, production, usage and longevity, and schedules.

Setting objectives helps us know where to begin and when we’ve reached the end.

Documentation

Once the broad objectives have been identified, it’s time to organize the content into its component parts.  This is the place to document the discussions that occurred during the Information Gathering, Analysis, and Setting Objectives activities.

Design Script — In-Depth

What is a Design Script?

A Design Script is an idea or strategy for communicating the material contained in the Content Outline.  It may include metaphors, analogies, or other devices to enhance the viewer’s understanding of the material that’s being presented.  There may be more than one Design Script.  Each potential idea will be presented in Design Script format, which can be thought of as a traditional design rough.  The Design Scripts will be judged by the whole production team as to how well it communicates the content. 

Why have a Design Script?

Design Scripts offer the following advantages:

· present a complete solution to design problems

· enable the client and others to visualize the proposed design strategy and idea

· serve as straw man to add to and subtract from as necessary to better communicate the content

Primary Team Members Involved

The designer, writer, programmer, and client specialists.

Making a Design Script

Brainstorm and Evaluation

Generating design ideas is really a matter of exploration and experimentation. Ideas and creativity can come from imagination or mistakes.  For guidance, use the information in the Content Outline to define parameters and judge how well the design solution fits the design problem.  In the early design stages, never believe that we have come up with the best idea.  We should always believe that we can do better.  This mindset will move us beyond convenient, often trite ideas into more creative ones.  Consider that we spend a considerable amount of time executing ideas.  We certainly ought to make sure our ideas are worth execution.

Make the Design Script

There isn't a set template for a Design Script.  A Design Script can take the form of sketches, storyboards, or any other means that effectively communicates the proposed idea.  Design Scripts should encompass all decisions made for look and feel, writing, and functionality.

Critique, Refine, and Approve the Design Script
Judge the design for effectiveness (Is the message clear?) and aesthetics.  In cases where there are gridlocks of opinions on aesthetics, the designer’s opinion should be granted more weight.  Likewise, programmers should have more say about programming protocols, and the writer should be given principal authority on the copy’s tone.

The client, of course, has the final word when determining how well a product meets his audience's needs.

What is Brainstorming?

Tips for Developing Ideas

1. Work fast.  More is better.  Write it all down, whether the ideas are good or bad. Refer to these thoughts as fuel concepts.  Consider the benefits:

· Racing past obvious thinking will free your mind

· Quantity will lead to quality

· Working fast cuts down judgment; suspending judgment allows for more creativity

· Good is the enemy of great; if you stop at good ideas you’ll rob yourself of great ideas

· Fear is the enemy; working fast circumvents fear; if the idea isn’t a little scary it probably isn’t very original

· Build failure into your process; those who fail the most win the most; be prolific.

2. Follow an uncharted trail of ideas.  This is the key to a new and unique solution.

3. Look to the obvious.  Often the most brilliant ideas are readily apparent.

4. Go beyond the obvious.  Obvious ideas may be good, but they may not be very innovative.

5. Define parameters or boundaries.  Boundaries don’t really limit creativity; they narrow options to a manageable level and should serve as opportunities.  Make sure they are fixed from the beginning.

6. Don't work out the details...keep moving to new ideas...there will be plenty of time to come back and evaluate the ideas later.

7. Look to extremes and opposites.  If something demands to be white, make it black.  Exploring opposites can turn your first idea into many more.

8. Collaborate with a genius.  You never have to work alone.  Look to others outside the design field and ask how they would solve the design problem.  Look for competent people.  Use proven mental resources.

9. Know when to go for a walk.  Decompress and let the subconscious work for you.

Evaluate the Possibilities

1. Evaluate your ideas.  Allow ideas to soar, but be grounded by your objectives. Balance yourself between realism and creativity.

2. Review the design criteria.

3. Edit and eliminate:

· if any aspect of the idea doesn’t work

· if an idea is entirely built from style and technique

· if an idea isn’t clear

· if an idea doesn’t solicit reactions (boring)

APPENDIX 1: Client QUESTIONNAIRE
Goals

1a) What is the mission/purpose of the web project?

1b) Why will people come to and use this web project?

Audience

2a) Who is the target audience?

2b) What is the knowledge level of your audience relative to your subject matter?

Where Does the Web project Fit In?

3a) How does this web project fit within OPO's current web architecture?

Content Level

4a) What is the vocabulary level of the text?

4b) What kind of writing voice should be used?

Design Expectations - Conceptual Items

5a) What adjectives would you use to describe the site and how would you want the audience to perceive it?

5b) What visual style do you have in mind?

5c) Does this web project need to conform to an existing style or website?

Design Expectations - Technical Items

6a) Are there any technical requirements or constraints for this web project (connectivity, computer types, browsers, etc.)?

6b) Are there any special audience-related issues, either technical or design?

Promotion

7a) What types of promotion activities or products do you envision for this project?

Administration

8a) Who are the primary contacts for this web project?

8b) Who has sign-off authority?

8c) What is the launch date?

8d) Do you consider this a small, medium, or large project?

APPENDIX 2: Client's Production Process Overview Document

Introduction

The purpose of this document is to outline the basic phases of web project development.  The process is broken down into six phases, each of which must be completed before the next can be started.  The team members who will create the web project are collectively referred to as the production team.  This team is made up of members from the client's team as well as staff members from the Web/Print group. 

Defining the Client's Objectives

Jointly Managed by the Production Chief & Client Lead

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Client team

This phase begins prior to the first production team meeting.  The client completes a Client Questionnaire, which categorizes the project and clearly defines its main goals and objectives.  The Web/Print Production Chief is available to assist the client in filling out this questionnaire if needed.

Content Outline Phase

Managed by the Information Architect

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Information Architect, Client, Writer, Creative Lead, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Subject Matter Expert

In this phase the project is organized and the major elements that will be included in the finished product are identified and explained.

The production team clarifies the mission and vision for the project. They map out how users will find information in the site by defining its organization, navigation, labeling, and searching systems.  The team will also identify how the web project will accommodate change and growth over time.  Decisions on how the information will be presented are not made here. Those decisions will be made in the design phase.

All of the discussions and decisions generated during this phase will be recorded in the Content Outline.  This script will form the basis of all future work, and as such must be signed off by the client before work proceeds on the design phase.

Design Script

Managed by the Creative Lead

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Information Architect, Writer, Creative Lead, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Usability Expert

This phase is where the real creativity happens.  All the requirements set forth in the Content Outline are now developed into a mature Design Script that effectively communicates the message of the product to its intended audience.  

New creative approaches to expressing the content should be explored.  The design of the product must communicate the content as previously defined, but can differ vastly from how the content was organized in the Content Outline.  

At the end of this phase the Design Script must contain highly defined graphic designs and writing, as well as a description of all programming functionality (interactives, Flash movies, etc.) that will be developed during the build phase.  The script should make it very clear to the entire team (and external reviewers) what will be produced and how it will function.

Build Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Writer, Graphic Designer, Programmer

This is where the actual production of the project occurs.  If we've done our homework well in the first three phases this should go very smoothly.  We should only be implementing what the Design Script contains - no surprises here!  During the build phase there will be regular reviews and status checks so the client can observe the progress.  The product of this phase will be a completed, functioning web project.

Post-Build Review & Cleanup Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Production Chief, Client, Writer, Copyeditor, Graphic Designer, Programmer, Subject Matter Expert, Creative Lead, Tester

During this phase the web project is tested and reviewed to make sure it meets the original goals and objectives set forth in the content phase, as well as making sure it meets the appropriate web development standards.

The client will conduct a final review of the product, noting any issues that need to be addressed.  

Punch lists will be generated that define all changes (client and Web/Print generated) that must be fixed prior to posting.  Everything that was changed is then tested again and a final copyedit of the site is conducted.

Closeout Phase

Managed by the Production Chief

Primary Team Members in this Phase: Everyone

This phase occurs after the web project has been posted and is an opportunity for the team to share production-related issues with the larger Web/Print and client groups. A Post-Game Debrief (lessons learned) meeting is held where team members capture, share, and record the problems encountered during the website production.

team members: roles and RESPONSIBILITies

An individual can hold multiple job titles in a project.

Production Chief

This person is responsible for the overall production of the product.  His or her job throughout the process is to make sure that everyone else is informed, aware, and responsive.  They act as the interface between all the team members as well as to any outside resources needed.

Client/Product Owner

The client, which may refer to a single person or an entire group, is the owner of the product.  They come up with the original idea, and have the final say on matters of content.  In the beginning of the process they are highly involved in defining the project.  Later during the build phase they oversee and verify that the product being produced matches what they had defined earlier on.

Writer

The writer is responsible for all text included in the web project.  Their concern is also to make sure that the writing meets the needs of the target audience of the project.

Copyeditor

The copyeditor comes into the project near the end to give all of the text a final edit and check for errors.

Programmer

In the early phases of the project the programmer is there to give input into the feasibility of the project from a technical standpoint.  They look for potential pitfalls that can be avoided early in the design to save effort later on.  Also, by knowing what is technically feasible, they can provide suggestions for the overall design.  From the build phase on, the programmer oversees the implementation and creation of all web pages.

Graphic Designer

The designer is integral in the concept and design phases of a project where they take the role of fleshing out the ideas that are brought forward.  They will create the designs and graphics that will be implemented later.  In the build phase they create the final versions of all graphics.

Subject Matter Expert

The subject matter expert is highly knowledgeable in the topic area of the project.  They will explain the basic concepts of the material to the rest of the team in the early stages and then help define the design by ensuring that all data presented is factual and unambiguous.  Later they will review what was produced to ensure that no concepts changed in the production.

Information Architect

This individual serves in the beginning to clarify the vision for the project.  They organize the patterns inherent in data, creating the structure or map of information that allows others to find their personal paths to knowledge.  In larger projects, they also look at the future and how this current structure can handle growth over time.

Creative Lead

The creative lead for the project has the defining say in the look and feel of the project.  They serve to make sure that all parts of the project fit together correctly and always have a strong consistency.

Tester

Testers are brought in at the post-build phase to test the web pages against OPO's Web Production Standards.  They will run the project across the testbed, finding any problems that will need to be fixed before the project can go online.

Website Manager

Every website that OPO hosts has one person who is in charge of that website, known as the website manager.  This person is responsible for knowing all configuration details of the website, overall website style concerns, technology issues, and any other information that can impact a web project.  They will need to be contacted in the early phases of the, so they can discover and raise any concerns regarding integrating the project into an existing website.

Web Server Administrator

OPO's web server administrator maintains all aspects of production web servers and makes sure they are running properly.  In the beginning of any project the administrator should be contacted so they can determine if the project will have an impact to OPO's web server infrastructure.  Also, the administrator will need to be involved in post-build to make whatever changes are necessary to the servers and statistics software.

Usability Expert

This person is an expert on how people go about completing tasks on the web.  Their job is to inform the design of the project ensuring that the average user will be able to navigate the web pages intuitively and without confusion or frustration.

