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�MOVING TOWARD A TRANSACTIONAL WEB SITE

Recently, I was considering the integration of an Oracle Database into the Web site I administer.  This led me to think about allowable data types, then on to the nature of the data.  This then moved me to study how my mind stores and relates information compared to how an RDBMS stores data.  

These thoughts are not earth-shattering, nor were they meant to be.  But they do illustrate a point:  This is not a line of thought, this is a chain of thought.  One thought leads to another, which then leads to another; not in a linear or predictable fashion but based upon my personal biases, interests, or the way the wind is blowing.  And if I came back to reexamine the initial idea at a later time, my chain of thought may well have moved in a different direction.  This is the basis of discovery.  This is how the Web should work.  Unfortunately the Web as it has evolved up until now contains simple lines of thoughts that are statically linked.  This is not the way we think, or act, or process information.  We develop knowledge by cumulative discovery - we learn by a transaction of ideas, not a simple absorption of information.  That is:  We acquire one piece of information then formulate our next inquiry based upon the impact of that information.  Subsequent inquiries take into consideration the information garnered by previous inquiries.  Soon our journey of discovery relies on one common element:  context.

The web operates an informational model.  Content resides in static text files or database systems that offer links to material the author considers relevant.  As we develop our web sites we endeavor to provide users with logical paths through the information we have worked so hard to produce.  Yet the nature of our discovery is based upon a linear model.  Users jump from one page to another very much at the whim or purpose of the content provider.  For example, a large hardware manufacturer would not usually provide links to their competitor’s site.  Many do not even publicly acknowledge the existence of such a site.  But we do not think that way.  Our questions always far outweigh the answers we find, and information provided on the web often leaves us with a sense of unease as to its completeness.  This failing is partly due to mass acceptance of the Enterprise Web Site:  carefully crafted product information designed to entice and laud a portfolio of products or services.  The marketing groups excel in this arena, that’s their job.

The Web is not, or shouldn’t be a showcase for collateral.  It is an information source utilized by marketers but used by consumers, and consumers do not think within a strategic product positioning model:  They think within a transactional model.  Thus it becomes obvious that content providers and Internet developers need to (again) shift the paradigm from the information they wish to provide to the information the consumer wants to know.  And the difference lies in the leaning toward skepticism:  I want answers to questions you haven’t addressed in your marketing material.  

As we begin to develop an understanding of the way a consumer gleans information from a site, we must develop strategies that attempt to meet criteria set, not by the MarCom team, but by the inquisitive human mind.  Many sites provide scant information in the misunderstanding that user’s attention span is no longer than  Dilbert cartoon, so we must summarize content before we lose surfers to ESPN SportsZone.  In my experience, this is simply not true.  Consumers want more information than you can provide. We lose surfers because we are asking them to absorb information in a way that is not natural, not interactive.  We rule their journey of discovery by limiting the scope and transactional quality of their visit.

By way of example:  I like to check the poor performance of my checking account via a telephone banking service.  Upon connecting to my account I am appraised of my balance.  I am then given a menu of options that informs me of the check that have been processed, the (infrequent) deposits I have made, and magically, I can inquire on a particular check.  I consider this a great service, not for its convenience, but for its focus on providing me with answers to my queries.  If I could interact with an enterprise site thus my web forays would be more rewarding and productive.

This brings me to my main point.  Our journeys of discovery in the “real” world consist of building blocks of information that when taken together provide knowledge, and the ubiquitous factor in discovery and the transformation of information into knowledge is context.  Context is the relationship that exists between all information.  It is the glue that holds together disparate and sometimes conflicting information into an comprehensive vision.  It enables us to judge the validity of arguments and discover the precedence of facts.  Context is the friend of the consumer and content provider alike.  And context is the basis of creating transactional web sites that draw consumers willingly into an interaction that increases their interest by enabling them to understand what you provide in an intuitive, and very human, manner.

We can illustrate this point by dropping into XYZ Company's web site.  XYZ manufactures car batteries.  They have a beautifully designed site, with astounding homepage graphics and a Java applet.  They have divided their sire along the lines of products and services.  I can click on the product button and receive a menu of batteries to view information about.  Each page has a standard header to promote brand awareness, a navigation bar to jump back to the home page or the comments form, and a “mail-to” link to let the webmaster know what a joy the site is (yes, we do need to hear it once in a while).  There is nothing fundamentally wrong with the site, this model appears the web over.  But the site has important weaknesses.  So, for the sake of argument, let’s jump to a random page:  say the X1234 model all-weather truck battery, guaranteed to start after a Siberian winter.  We have a GIF of the product, some technical figures extolling its rate of discharge and speed of recharge.  Very Informative.  But what if I want to know if it will fit my 1959 Ford Pickup?  Will its warranty be valid over the border in Canada?  Is it being phased out in favor of the X4321 line?  The information suddenly lacks context.  I would never buy a car battery simply to leave it still boxed and untouched in my garage.  The battery has context to enable it to work how I want it to, so must the information describing it .

There are, contrary to what some believe, more complex products than car batteries.  Replace the car battery in the illustration with a mutual fund, a telephone switch, a public transport system, or heavens forbid, a piece of computer software.  These products and services possess a context that the content provider understands:  How it integrates with the product line, or third party solutions.  Maybe as we begin to understand that this medium is here to stay we will begin to provide this information to our customers within a contextual, transactional model and not just an informational billboard.

The steps to achieving a web site capable of satisfying consumer inquiry must be based on relating the information you have together:  That is, weaving a fabric of information together so that it becomes a source of knowledge.  The steps to doing this have never been trodden before, this is virgin soil, and it is not easy.  But remember after a couple of hundred years we became comfortable with the printing press.

Success in implementing a transactional site requires an intellectual leap.  A content provider must:  
	
	1.	know the products or services you provide
	2.	know to whom and how you provide these commodities
	3.	see 1
	4.	see 2

in order to illustrate these kinds of relationships, try this simple experiment:  Obtain an alphabetical list of the product or marketing managers.  Talk to the first one on the list about their product.  When they mention another product or service not under their control, rudely leap from your seat, and talk to the manager in charge of that item.  When he touches on an item not under his control, storm out of his office and track down the prime for that item.  Continue this for any length of time and if you’ve been keeping a record of who you’ve been to see, you’ll notice that you talked to most of the managers several times.  If a manager never mentions an item outside of his control, stop by the CEO’s office as either the product’s dead or the manager’s a megalomaniac.  Now go back to your web site and see if you have linked the information to anywhere near the same degree that the managers did. If you didn't, you will start to understand how a consumer feels when they visit your site.  Then run out and hire an information architect consultant (my email address follows) or acknowledge that you are not providing knowledge to your users but chunks of disparate information.
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Many site management tools, like Netscape's LiveWire Suite or Adobe's Sitemill provide a map of the pages and link in a site.  What we need to create is a map of the information in a site.  This entails understanding the internal processes that bring a product to the shelf, then the processes that move it from the shelf into the hands of the consumer.  This is a time for evaluation.  Many site are built with the sweat of co-ops or contractors. If you decide to change the way you relate information, you may have to acquire more experienced people.  A word of caution: A consultant can show you how to do this, but they don't know always your business like you do.

Once you have identified processes, you must understand how they work together to form your business.  If you can achieve this level of comprehension all that remains is to implement a site design modeled upon the relationships between information.  You may also want to take a day off to avoid the meltdown of your cerebal cortex.

The implementations of transactional schema are as numerous as the relationships they contain.  to give you an example, and us all the hope that it's indeed possible, we will return to XYZ Company's car battery page.  Instead of just a page of linear text, we have links to:
1) Multiple sites that give information regarding which battery fits which trucks
2) A site that details the weather patterns for North America, so the user can ascertain whether this is too much battery for their needs
3)  The R&D page to track new innovations that have been patented but not yet incorporated into a product
4)  An advertising or marketing  schedule, so consumers know when Sears will be putting them on sale
5)  License/contract/warranty information detailing whether Jeff's Autofix in Toronto will laugh in their face when presented with a U.S. battery warranty
6)  Product rollout schedules that show that the X1234 will not be phased out, but placed at a lower price point.

The list could go on. It will require good judgment to anticipate how to manage the volume of information you relate.  One thing we should not be afraid of is a user bouncing around inside a site, or the all over the Internet.  The user who engages in that kind of journey emerges a smart consumer and smart consumers make good and loyal customers.

In conclusion, if you are not presenting information that is related to other information and has context, you are not providing knowledge or education. And if you are not providing knowledge, you are not engaging the user in a transaction. And if you are not transacting, you are not utilising the Internet in a cost-effective manner.  And, on an enterprise web site, if providing chunks of information is costing more money than it generates, you're toast.  Pass the jelly, please...
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