Websites Demystified

Common questions and common sense answers about website design

How is a website going to help my claims business? Is my company too small? Do insurance companies really make assignments over the Internet? Read this article for answers to these and other website FAQ’s.

Nowadays, almost every business owner agrees that having a company website is a necessity. But many don’t understand why it’s needed, nor how to plan a website that works for their business. Below are questions commonly asked by persons that are considering starting a website for their claims-related business.

Why do I need a website and what will the site do to improve my business?

The fact is, there are still a lot of companies out there that are doing just fine without a website. One business owner told me he’s so busy now that he doesn’t need to do any marketing, and another said he couldn’t handle the additional business that a website might bring. Unfortunately, I’ve never been that busy…

For everyone else, the answer is not unlike most other everyday business decisions. If for a reasonable cost, a website can increase your sales (by bringing in new clients and/or increasing the volume of business with existing clients), reduce expenses, add to or improve your level of services, enhance your corporate image, and/or improve your internal operations; then starting a website would obviously be a smart decision for your company. Rather than viewing a website as a necessary evil, business owners should learn more about the potential benefits and determine if the costs and efforts that go into starting and maintaining a website make good business sense.

So what are the real benefits of having a website for my company?

Marketing – a properly designed website is simply the most cost effective way you can market your company. By putting your business on the Internet, you literally open your doors to the entire world. You’re not depending upon having prospective clients find your listing in a print directory or seeing your ad in an industry publication. For less than the cost of a booth at just one convention, you can create an online marketing brochure that sells your company 24/7/365. Unlike printed materials that quickly become outdated, and are expensive to create and change, you can make free updates to your website whenever, as often as it’s needed, so all information is always accurate and fresh.

Improving Service – nearly everything about an insurance claim can be digitized, which means it can be transmitted electronically, via the Internet. Online claim assignments is just one way your company can immediately benefit from a website. One or two new assignments can pay for the cost of your forms… and, what if the forms allow you pick-up a few new clients in the next couple of years? 

How about helping clients locate your nearest office, then providing them with the name of the local claims manager and his current email address? How about using the site to train your employees in the use of your new estimating software, or to provide branch offices with an “always current” version of your fee schedule, or Employee Manual?

The Internet is an efficient and economical way of distributing and sharing information. The more you use it, the more you’ll learn about the possible benefits to your business.
Do insurance companies really make assignments over the Internet?

Without a doubt, they do. Some of our clients are getting several assignments via their website everyday, from multiple clients. I don’t know what the percentage is currently, but claims providers report an increase in the number of clients who want to send them assignments via the Internet. And, as the process of making online assignments is improved, more companies will turn to the Internet as the preferred method of outsourcing claims. 

Claims providers often report that the assignment forms on their websites are not being used. A quick review of their site and the form(s) tells me why. If the forms are not easily accessible, and if the online process is not somehow better, faster, and easier, of course no one will use it. Why would they? If the process works well, clients will use it. But, a poorly designed form won’t be used by anyone. And, if the process for receiving and handling online assignments is not properly planned, your new online assignment game plan could do your company more harm than good.

I am a one-man shop. Is my business too small to have its own company website?

Contrary to what some people think, starting a website for your company does not have to be a time-consuming nor expensive undertaking. Companies of all sizes need marketing, and companies of all sizes should strive to improve their level of customer service. A website can help on both of these fronts, for any size company. If your budget currently allows for a basic site, start there, but make sure not to limit yourself with a design that cannot grow with your company.

So how much should a professionally designed website cost?

Expectations about costs vary, and many of our clients have no idea know what to expect. Some may have gotten high quotes that lead them to think a site is not affordable. Others say they can “get a good deal from a nephew who will build their site for $100 as a school project”. Or, as I recommended against later in this article, some folks may want to take a stab at designing their own website, using free web space provided by their ISP.

Much like the cost of outsourcing claims, costs for website design vary between firms. These variances are based upon several factors, including: location, specialization, training, available services and technologies, company size, experience, reputation, and many others. Rates for professional web design range from $35/hour to well over $125/hour, and if your site requires custom programming, expect to pay a higher rate for those services. You can often judge a developer’s skill level by reviewing his/her portfolio, which is highly recommended, as well as checking references.

Most professional designers will not bid on a new project that’s less than $500 (there’s just too much time that goes into planning the project before the design work even begins); so don’t expect to get a professionally designed site for less than that. A basic site with limited graphics, content, and features can cost as little as $500, but prices go up from there, depending primarily upon the design (layout and graphics; custom versus template) and the features and functionality needed to make your site do what you desire.

As you can see, there’s no “hard and fast” rule on what a site should cost. The best approach is to decide what your objectives are for a website, then submit a RFP to 2 or more reputable firms, asking for a detailed, itemized proposal. If all the “bells and whistles” can’t be initially afforded, decide which features are most important and go from there. You should select a design style that can be modified to accommodate added features, and get quotes for adding features now, so you don’t commit to a developer that either cannot perform these needed additions or will charge an arm and a leg once they have you as a client.

My ISP provides free web space. Can I use this to design my own website?

Sure, many companies do. You can also have your nephew handle some of your claims when he’s finished building your site. Your website, just like your claims reports, and marketing materials, are representative of your company. A professionally designed site presents a professional corporate image; an unprofessional website does just the opposite. 

Most Internet Service Providers provide some “free” web space with your monthly connectivity account. However, if you had a free copy of Microsoft Publisher, would you use it to design a marketing brochure that you send out to your clients and prospective clients? You probably would not, and you should think the same way of website design.

It’s my opinion that if you cannot afford a professionally designed website, you’re probably better off not having a site at all. Almost without exception, a homemade site looks homemade, and you’ll ultimately scrap the site for a professional design.

About how long should it take to launch a new website?

Depending upon the complexity of the site, a few days to a few months. For a 10 – 20 page site, you should expect to launch within 30 days, provided that you provide your developer with the information needed to create the site. 

A design firm that specializes in insurance/claims will know more about the features that are common to these types of businesses and will be a tremendous help during the planning stages. Such a firm may already have the programming code for these features, which will save you time and money.

If you want to greatly expedite the launch of your own site, you should do the following:

· Have a basic understanding of what you want from a website. Don’t worry about the technological aspects; just know what you want the site to do. 

· Provide your developer with any and all company marketing materials – he will need these to learn about your company and design a site with a consistent look.

· Provide site content in electronic form – content can then be copied and pasted to the site, saving time and money on content entry. All content must be thoroughly proofed.

· Respond when your developer contacts you (keep the ball in his court at all times).
What if I need to change my site design or site content down the road?

When it comes to driving repeat traffic to your website, content is king. Your website, just like all of your marketing materials, should always be accurate and fresh. You don’t want to miss out on a new client who mails your first assignment to an old address found on an outdated web page.

When planning your site, make sure you budget for site updates, and make sure you choose a developer that will quickly respond to your requests for updates. Alternatively, choose a site that is self-administered, which allows the owner to login and edit site content whenever it is needed and convenient for them. Such a feature will make updating your site quick, simple, inexpensive, and even fun!

As for changes to the design and functionality, you should let your developer know that you will be adding new features down the road. He should plan for this and create a site with a navigation menu and layout that looks good and works well with the current feature set, as well as anticipated additions.
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