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The four general stages for getting a Web project to launch are: Discovery, Planning, Production and Engineering Integration, and Quality Assurance Testing and Wrap-up. 

The discovery phase is when you figure out the basic structure and purpose of the website. 

Brainstorming: The first step is to brainstorm. I suggest accompanying this with a client questionnaire. Write down all the questions that need to be answered about the project. Some sample questions: "What is good/bad about the competition?" "Who is your primary audience?" "How will you promote your brand with this website?" 

The client must provide detailed direction and not rely on the designers and writers to develop the concept. The project manager needs to extract this information from the client and force him/her to make decisions. 

Requirements doc: The brainstorming meetings should produce a written document that outlines the site's scope and feature set. This document acts as a starting point for everyone -- the client and the Web team. If, at the conclusion of the brainstorming sessions, you can all sign off on the contents of the document -- usually called a requirements document or work order -- you're in pretty good shape. 

Research: Once everything’s down on paper, the departments need to do some research. For example, the designers should check out the competition's websites. The engineers should check the feasibility of the programming the site will require. The user interface designer should start testing scenarios to show whether the site is going to serve the needs of the client's audience. UI could draw up some rough schematics of the website. 

Scheduling: Using the requirements doc and the research results from tech, design and UI, you can start initial scheduling and budgeting. Determining the schedule is your toughest task because so much rides on these decisions. My advice is be pessimistic and pad the dates.

Site map: Start by designing a site map. A site map helps you plan the structure of the site. The process of sketching a basic diagram will force you to consider the many issues you'll face when building the site. 

Schematics: Once the client signs off on the map, start visually describing each page with simple schematics. You need to stress to the client that these are not design documents. Make them as simple and unattractive as possible so there is no confusion. The schematics define the content for every page. This is necessary for editorial to anticipate the text they'll write, and for designers to know the elements they'll be designing. 

Functional specification: The next step is to take the schematics and describe how each page functions. The document that will emerge is called the functional specification. Engineering and production should contribute to it, adding details about the server, site structure, security, and so on. This information is essential to the Web team when they build the site. The details need to be reviewed and approved by the client before work starts. 

Design treatments: You shouldn’t design the site until the functional spec is complete. However, your designers may want to produce some initial comps since, without a doubt, the first thing your client will ask is what the site will look like. Design will use the functional spec and schematics as a guide for designing the pages. If possible, design should also have final text so they can design using the right words. 

Design and production specifications: Once the design has been completed, the design and production staff should work together on a style guide. The style guide is a document that details color, font, sizing and naming conventions. The designers should be available throughout the production process to review and create any new or replacement art that is needed. 

Stage three is where the bulk of the work happens, but getting this work done well depends on the planning and documentation completed during stage two. The important thing about stage three is follow-through. It's the project manager's job to make sure the team sticks to the plan. Check that everyone is following the functional spec and style guide, that they are using the proper naming conventions and version controls, and that backup files are being saved on the server. 

It's important to leave enough time for QA testing after a project is completed. This is possibly the first opportunity your client will have to see the project working and moving. They may have very different expectations and you need to time to change things if they're unhappy. 

Plan for QA before it starts. Develop a simple QA testing matrix that describes the different combinations you're testing for. Use a software package to track the bugs, or create simple text files where people can enter information about the bugs they encounter. Assign bugs to engineering and production and do additional testing to make sure the bugs were actually fixed and new bugs haven't been introduced. 

Make sure your client understands what they've been given and that they will either hire your team to maintain the site or train their in-house staff. If they're going with the in-house staff, those employees should have participated in some of the website development. 

At the end of each project do a wrap-up with your team and the client to review what worked and what didn't. Now is the time to change your process and update documentation before the next one begins. This is also the most psychologically damaging part of the process for a project manager because it's everyone's chance to tell you what they disliked about the process. But that's just the way it is. 

Above all, have a party. You all worked hard and tried your best, so you might as well celebrate a little!

