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So You Want a Web Site, Now What?
There’s one big decision that will set the stage for everything else.

B Y  J P  F R E N Z A  A N D  L E S L I E  H O F F M A N

ou’ve heard about it. You’ve
read about it. You’ve even

surfed it. And now you’ve de-
cided it’s time to put your organi-

zation on the Internet. Where do
you start?

THE BIG “C”
Despite everything that’s written

about the Information Superhighway in
the popular press, it’s likely that you’ll
make your most important decision
when you’re not connected on-line. That
decision concerns the big “C”—content.

How you address content—the
information you present on your World
Wide Web (WWW) site—is especially
important given the unique nature of the
Internet. The Internet differs dramatical-
ly from the way we usually communi-
cate. How? Let’s take a look.

A Drastic Difference

Most communication follows a
broadcast model. The sender broadcasts

the information to as large an audience
as possible. Radio stations, for example,
broadcast signals in as great an area as
their power allows. Newspapers print as
many editions as they think they can sell
and then “broadcast” them to news-
stands and subscribers. Likewise, non-
profits conduct direct-mail campaigns in
which they “broadcast” their message to
all the people on a mailing list.

On the Internet, the model is
flipped on its head. Instead of “broad-
casting” your message, you build a pres-
ence, typically called a Web site. Then
you attract people to that site so that
they will interact with your message. 

Imagine that you decided to distrib-
ute your fundraising appeal by dropping
100,000 letters on the Great Lawn in
New York’s Central Park. Anybody who
was interested could take a cab to
Central Park, locate the pile, and pick
one up. 

That is essentially your task when
you build your own Web site and place it

on the WWW. You are creating a pres-
ence and putting it on a communications
medium where it will compete for 
attention with hundreds of thousands 
of other Web sites all vying for the 
more than 40-50 million Internet users
worldwide.

In this light, Web publishing more
closely resembles billboard advertising
than any other form of media. Billboard
advertisers put their billboards up and
wait for their audience to drive by.

Content is the magnet that will
attract people to your Web site. Your
challenge is to present your content in a
way that will lure people to your 
site and keep them coming back once
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Most nonprofits exist to communicate 

a message, and the Internet is the 

premier communication medium. 
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they have visited. Good, current, well-
organized content will help you achieve
that goal.

Let’s start by assessing your audi-
ence, the first step in choosing content.

Step One: Whom Do You
Want to Reach?

What’s great about the Internet is
the fact that you build one Web site and
arrange it to meet the needs of many
audiences. For example, on the Web site
for our foundation (Earth Pledge), we
have an interactive pledge that people
all around the world can log in and take,
a monthly newspaper to report on hap-
penings at the foundation, and in-depth
articles on how businesses are including
sustainable development in their mis-

sions. One Web site for many audiences,
and a variety that keeps them coming
back.

Keep in mind this rule: A good Web
site lets visitors interact with informa-
tion at a level that’s comfortable to
them. General Motors’ Web site offers a
good example. If you’re interested in a
particular GM car, you can log into their
Web site and find information at your

level of interest. One person might want
information about interior options avail-
able for a particular car, while others
might want to know what colors the car
comes in. Someone else might be inter-
ested in the engineering of the car’s
engine. One Web site, many audiences.
When you develop your Web site, a good
place to start is by creating a list of
whom you want to reach. Here’s a sam-

No medium in the world lets you 

reach as many people as cost 

effectively as the Internet.
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ple checklist you can use to get the ball
rolling:

____ The Press. A Web site is a good way
to direct reporters to information about
your organization, since most members
of the press are connected to the
Internet. 

____ Members of Your Organization:

Other Chapters or Divisions. Does your
organization have several chapters
around the country? Around the globe?
Use your Web site to keep everyone
informed about activities, statements,
and policies.

____ Supporters. You can keep in touch
with your organization’s supporters by
sending them e-mail messages and
directing them to your Web site, where
you can acknowledge their efforts and
keep them up-to-date.

____ The Public. No medium in the
world lets you reach as many people as
cost effectively as the Internet. Most
nonprofits exist to communicate a mes-
sage, and the Internet is the premier
communication medium. Every month,
for example, more than 80,000 people
visit our foundation’s Web site. That’s
80,000 we could not afford to reach
without the Internet.

____ The Educational Community. Do
you have the kind of nonprofit organiza-
tion that reaches out to the educational
community? What kinds of schools? At
what level? The Internet is a terrific edu-

cational resource, and students of all
ages are using it. If you provide educa-
tional information, your audience is very
likely to be on-line.

Step Two: What Do You
Have to Say?

It is amazing how many nonprofits
fail to recognize the valuable content
they have lying around their offices! In
fact, most nonprofit organizations have
the type and quantity of content that
corporations only wish they had to put
on their Web sites.

For example, there are several non-
profit organizations that report on con-
sumer safety products. Many stores
would be ecstatic about having that
information on their Web sites. The
examples could go on and on. Chances
are that if you are a nonprofit organiza-
tion you have valuable information—
content—that the public needs and
wants.

Just as you used a checklist to
determine your audience, prepare a list
of content that you have available for
the Web. Start with this sample check-
list, and add your own ideas: 

____ Organizational Information. Be
sure to include your organization’s mis-
sion statement, history, and back-
ground. Clearly explain how to get in
touch with your organization.

____ Newsletters. If you send out a
newsletter, use some of its content on
your Web site.

____ Events. At Earth Pledge, we co-
hosted an event at which Dr. Oscar
Arias, Nobel Peace Prize winner and for-
mer president of Costa Rica, gave a
speech about the global need for sus-
tainable development. Dr. Arias’s speech
was packed with useful information,
such as statistics on global development
and expenditures for armaments. We
asked Dr. Arias if we could put his
speech on our Web site and he was
delighted. The result: An event we host-
ed as part of our mission gave us out-
standing content with little effort.

____ Press Clips and Press Releases.

Whenever your organization appears in
the media or sends out information to
the media, include it on your Web site.

____ Biographical Information. Include
biographies of your board members, vol-
unteers, and paid staff. Mention any
awards or news coverage they receive.
Applaud them when they do something
special for your organization. The Web
is a great place to give people the recog-
nition they deserve.

____ Past and Current Projects. Infor-
mation generated during the normal
course of your organization’s activities,
from roundtable discussions to position
papers to dinner speeches, present
excellent content opportunities.

____ Publications. Include portions of
anything your  organization publishes.
Also use (with permission) parts of any
papers, articles, or other publications
related to the subject of your organiza-
tion’s work.

____ Links. Link your Web site to other
Internet resources related to your orga-
nization’s mission.

____ Bibliography. A recommended
reading list makes a great resource on a
Web site.

____ Grant Information. If your organi-
zation gives grants, provide all the infor-

Your challenge is to present your content 

in a way that will lure people to your 

site and keep them coming back.



mation people need to apply. Also report
what grants you’ve awarded, to whom,
and for how much.

____ Annual Reports. Putting your annu-
al report on-line is an ideal way to reach
a large audience inexpensively.

____ Your Own Creations. Finally, gen-
erate your own content for your Web
site. No, we aren’t saying you should
become a full-fledged news service, but
you’d be surprised how much good con-
tent you can create without much time
investment. Say that you read 10 to 12
magazine related to your field. You
already read the magazines, why not go
the extra step and create a “Media
Watch” feature for your Web site? When
you find things of interest, jot them
down. Type them into a quick one-page
update, and tell people who visit your
site about them. New books related to
your organization’s work are another
valuable resource. Write brief reviews,
and post them to your Web site. Chances
are that you’ll become more expert at
the same time your Web site grows.

Step Three: Compare Steps
One and Two.

Finally, do a content-appropriate-
ness check. This step will assure that
your Web site meets your objectives and
reaches the people you want to reach.
Here’s how to do such a check:

• List your intended audience (the list
you prepared in step one) down the
left side of a sheet of paper. Title that
column “Audience.” 

• Title the blank column on the right
side of the page “Appropriate
Content.” 

• Start with the first item in the left col-
umn (for example, “the Press”). In the
right column, list all the information
from your content checklist (what
you prepared in step two) that you
think would be of special interest to
members of the press. 

• Work your way through the entire
audience list. 

• When you’re done, you should have
entries in your “Content” column to
match every entry in your “Audience”
column. If you don’t, you need to go
back to the drawing board and come
up with interesting content to meet
the needs of every audience. 

• Note that some content will appear
for more than one audience on your
list. Give such overlapping content
special prominence on your Web site.

TAKE THE TIME
These three steps are designed to

get you thinking about the most impor-
tant aspect of your Web site—content. If
you take the time to work through these
steps, and get input from others in your
organization, you will have a clear pic-

ture of whom you want your Web site to
reach and what you want to say. Now
you’re well on your way to building your
WWW site. ■
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