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Lego, Kraft, General Mills, Home Depot, and Procter & Gamble are among companies transforming their own web sites into private media platforms.  For instance, Lego has created its own digital media for multiplayer games, movies, social networks, fan clubs, and consumer-designed products.  No surprise then, organizations increasingly are demanding web designs which they can use for their very specific goals.  Usability is everything.  
Not that this is new.  As branding and design expert Scott Johnson puts it, “Form follows function.  Actually it always did.  Only now clients know that they can’t design independently of function.  Do that and the sites are frustrating to use.  That means people will leave and won’t return.”  A partner in Artbox.com® [http://www. Artbox.com] Johnson says the design starts with what the user wants or needs to do.  Keep refining that by heeding user feedback.  It’s gold.  For example, users will do things with your sites that you never intended or anticipated.”
From research and experience, we now know a lot about how usability can be undermined or never exist in the first place.  Here are the 6 common mistakes and how they can be prevented or corrected.  
* The site doesn’t communicate one and only one message.  That message could have been: Buy this sauce; You can save an abused animal; You have a good story to tell and we help you tell it.  It is introduced, graphically and verbally, on the home page and reinforced everywhere else on the site.  The user knows exactly what the site is about.  An editorial in SMASHING MAGAZINE reminds us, “Web users are impatient and insist on instant gratification.”  [http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2008/01/31/10-principles-of-effective-web-design/]
So, why isn’t there a clear message?  Most often that’s because organizations haven’t strategically and tactically thought through what function the site is to carry out.  Course correction: Take time to plan before investing in the costly process of site design.  
* The site focuses inward, back at the organization, not outward, toward the user.  There are myriad versions of this.  Those include discussing product features vs. user benefits; telling vs. showing, particularly through interactivity, making samples available, and video demonstrations; overwhelming with glitzy graphics; not respecting users’s time through wordiness, difficulty in navigation, requiring too much user information too soon  and too dense layout and copy.
This occurs when organizations haven’t made a decision who they are reaching and researching that who’s needs, wants, and how they prefer to be communicated with. Course correction:  Have the users down cold.  Meditate on the famous St. Francis of Assisi prayer on self-forgetting.  Organizational and individual narcissism have no space on the web, which is a social medium.
* The layout and content prevent or distract user from taking the appropriate action.  A classic example is the site which is so entertaining or provocative in design or dazzling in its color scheme that the user doesn’t order the product or donate to the cause.  

This happens because the website isn’t framed as “business.”  In business, results are what matter.  Achieving results might entail the principle of less is more.  For example, less creativity, less content.  Course correction:  Test early and test often [TETO].  
In online communications, there are no formulas for effectiveness as there tend to be with offline promotions.  This is a point which Akin Arikan, who works in Internet marketing at Unica, emphasizes in his 2008 book “Multichannel Marketing.” [http://www.MultiChannelMetrics.com].  Those from offline backgrounds frequently don’t anticipate that the site will be an ongoing work-in-progress.  The good news comes from Jacob Cass, head of Australian shop Just Creative Design [http://www.justcreativedesign.com].  Cass told me, “There are no bad ideas, just bad decisions.”  
* The metabolism is slow.  The mantra among successful sales representatives is: Get in and get out quick.  In online communications the same in-and-out process is the norm.  Those not sensitive to pacing will wind up taking too long to connect with and converse with the user.  That not only loses that visitor but by word-of-mouth other prospects.
Rhythm is off because those setting up the site aren’t accustomed to web metabolism and/or can’t self-edit.  Course Correction:  Bring in a digital native, for instance Millennial offspring, or hire an editor.  With experience, many digital immigrants get the hang of self-editing. 
* There’s no relationship building.  The visitor comes and goes, usually never to return.  The web is about starting and continuing an ongoing conversation.  That isn’t going to occur when the site isn’t user-centric.  

Sites lack human connection usually because its owners don’t understand how people behave on the web.  It’s different from offline behavior.  Web users scan, don’t read.  They are used to being the star or center of attention.  They expect systems to operate intuitively.  And there’s a legacy of freeconomics or receiving something as a gift, such as a newsletter, white paper, e-book, pass to an event.  Course correction:  Analyze your own behavior when surfing the web, taking inventory of what engaged you and what didn’t.  Experiment with those findings on your own site.
* There are low search engine rankings.  Web sites gain traffic through high rankings on google and other major search engines.  Without those, the investment in the website is wasted.  
The primary reason for not getting the right attention from search engines is usually inept search-engine optimization [SEO], particularly a ham-handed approach to the use of keywords.  It might be a situation of the wrong keywords.  The public relations agency relies on professional terminology such as “perception.”  Instead it should be skillfully sprinkling content with what users want which might include “promotion,” “publicity,” “reaching niches/target markets/consumers,” and “selling.”  In addition, the keywords are inserted in a manner which makes the search engine spiders or crawlers wary of being manipulated.  


Course correction:  In his article “10 SEO Rules for Designers,” Cass recommends that those with web sites learn how SEO works. [http://justcreativedesign.com/2008/06/09/10-seo-rules-for-designers.] Much of it is not intuitive.  For example, links can have a profound pull force on search engines.  Yes, pick up a recent book on SEO.  

These 6 mistakes are common because many with websites are not digital natives.  Johnson suggests that digital immigrants “observe digital natives more closely.  They will notice that those who grew up with the Internet do not approach it as a tool but rather as a symbiotic relationship.”  Underscore that concept “relationship.”
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