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D
ynamic and topical Web sites have ra p-

i d ly become a staple of sophist i c a te d

m a rketing initiatives. Just as qu i ck ly, a

number of Web content manage m e n t

s ystem (CMS) products have promised to deliver th e

fl exibility needed to manage Web site life cyc l e s .

CMS products can cost as little as a few hundred or

as much as seve ral hundred thousand dollars. Pri c e

tag alone is not the entire picture, howeve r, and any-

one who atte mpts to equ a te cost with capabilities can

qu i ck ly come to wrong conclusions. I offer here 10

tips to help you make inte l l i gent CMS purch a s i n g

decisions by setting up apples-to-apples cri te ria of

h ow to comp a re one CMS product to anoth e r.

1. Get a detailed understanding of how

fl exible the CMS product is. What will the CMS

l et you ch a n ge once the initial Web site design is

c o mp l eted? Consider that a system that allows yo u

o n ly to post updated press releases is called a CMS,

as is a system that allows you to alter eve ry inch of

eve ry page of your site. For sta rte rs, dete rmine if yo u

can add new content to each and eve ry type of con-

tent block that the site has, and if not, which ones are

excluded. Then look at whether you can ch a n ge th e

o rder of content, including changing the order of

p a ges. Dete rmine if you can add new pages and if

th e re are limitations to how many or where on th e

s i te these pages can be added.

P rice tags do not corre l a te 100% with most or least

fl exible CMS options. If you think you need a to p - o f -

the-line full-fe a t u red system, look at midpri c e d

o ptions as well as the most ex p e n s i ve. Or, if you fe a r

that your limited budget will keep you in the low-

p riced CMS cate g o ry, but you need more fl ex i b i l i t y

than these options appear to affo rd, see if a high-qu a l-

ity midpriced offe ring has pricing options or vari a-

tions that can bring it in line with your budget .

2. Dete rmine the te chnical profi c i e n c y

r e quired to opera te the system. Some CMS

p roducts are so comp l ex that the marketing depart-

ments remain heav i ly reliant on IT ex p e rts to make

them wo rk. Get a demo of eve ry CMS option you are

c o n s i d e ring and see if you can learn how to update

c o n tent during the course of the demo. If not, wa l k

away. The best CMS products will be ex t re m e ly intu-

i t i ve to opera te. Significant IT invo lvement should

end short ly after the product is selected and

i n sta l l e d .

3. Ensure there are no requirements for

additional programming. C l o s e ly re l a ted to th e

issue of needed IT ex p e rtise to opera te the system is

the qu e stion of how much you have to do to the sys-

tem to get the full functionality you re qu i re. You can-

n ot ask too many qu e stions in the qu e st to clari f y

w i th the CMS vendor what functionality comes out-

o f - th e - b ox, so to speak, and what re qu i res addition-

al services and ex p e n s e .

4. Look for st ra i g h t f o rward pricing.  Wa l k

away from any CMS product that has comp l i c a te d

p ricing schemes that are difficult to understand. Yo u

should be able to ask for and re c e i ve one comp re-

h e n s i ve price tag, or else buyer bewa re: Expect hid-

den costs that you have not anticipate d .

5. Consider imp l e m e n tation time. M a ny

m a rketing exe c u t i ves have signed on to Web initia-

t i ves using what are called “fra m ewo rk pro d u c t s ,”

n ot realizing that it would ta ke them more than a

year to get the system up and running. These pro d-

ucts not only incur six-fi g u re costs but also leave

u s e rs lagging behind comp et i to rs with more fl ex i b l e

Web site management te ch n i ques. Fu l l - fe a t u re d

CMS systems ex i st that allow markete rs to begin

updating content within hours and deploy entire

Web sites in we e ks — n ot months, and certa i n ly not

ye a rs .

6. Clarify inherent system limits on num-

bers of content contri b u to r s . D o n’t think th e

number of content contri b u to rs yo u’ve identified so

far will suffice for the duration of the Web site life

c ycle. Ra th e r, make sure you know the limits of a giv-

en CMS in te rms of content contri b u to rs and fi g u re

that you may need to expand in the future. The best

CMS option will allow unlimited numbers of conte n t

c o n t ri b u to rs .

7. Look for methods to protect design

i n te gri t y. The best CMS option will allow design-

e rs to cre a te a Web design that is effe c t i ve ly bullet-

p roof to the content ch a n ges you anticipate will

occur during the Web site life cycle. You need to

e n s u re that these safe g u a rds are available and easi-

ly understood by the Web designer you enlist to cre-

a te your Web site .

8. Insist on built-in methods to approve

c o n tent. At minimum, any CMS choice is designed

to ensure that the site’s inte grity is pre s e rved and

that your CMS automation allows for an ord e rly

a p p roval fl ow. Some systems to protect st ru c t u re

a p p rovals are bet ter than oth e rs, and you should

d ete rmine how this is done ahead of time and be sure

it will wo rk in your orga n i z a t i o n .

9. Look for standard te ch n o l o g y. A ny

a u tomation that uses re a d i ly available te ch n o l o g y

will be an advanta ge to your organization by making

it easier to mesh with the infra st ru c t u re already in

use. Bring your IT people in at the beginning to help

d ete rmine if the CMS is based on idiosyncratic home-

grown code that might be challenging to we ave into

ex i sting comp u ter infra st ru c t u re s .

10. Plan for multi-site capabilities.

A l though your inte re st in CMS automation might

stem from a particular marketing initiative that yo u

want to build into your comp a ny ’s public site now,

you should anticipate that your future needs might

i nvo lve many re l a ted sites with distinct URLs. The

b e st CMS options will allow you to effi c i e n t ly update

i n fo rmation on all re l a ted site s — c o mp a ny site, mar-

ket i n g - d ri ven sites, intra n et and ex t ra n et s — s i m u l-

ta n e o u s ly. ■
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