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Finding the Right Website Design 
Company—25 Questions to Ask

 
With so many companies offering website design services how do you choose 
the right one? 

This guide outlines the major considerations and lists 25 questions you should 
ask before making your final decision.

The topics covered include:

Website Planning and Strategy

Website Project Management

Website Design and Development Skills

Website Content

Search Engine Optimization

Post Launch Website Support

Past Performance

Website Ownership

Website Pricing
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Website Planning and Strategy
 
The website strategy should consider your target audience/personas, your primary products  
and services, and your differentiated value proposition. If you don’t have these in place you 
might benefit from a marketing messaging workshop.

The strategy should also consider what other lead generation programs are planned—SEO,  
advertising, emails, webinars, and other events—as the website should form the central  
foundation for them.

If your website design company is not asking  
questions that determine how the website  
will integrate with your other sales and marketing  
activities you are unlikely to get the best outcome  
for your business. 
 

Website Project Management

Design and development skills can create a website, but it’s project management that gets the 

job done on time and on budget. 

There are two basic project management systems, Waterfall and Growth-Driven Design + Agile. 
You should choose the right one for your company.

Traditional Waterfall Website Project
With waterfall, you must anticipate all your requirements and build them into a ridgid scope of 
work. The developer will provide a price for anything in scope and will present change orders 
should you have additional request or new ideas as the project progresses.

Embarking on a website  
project without a strategy is  
a good way to spend money  
and not get what you want.

https://www.ocean5strategies.com/marketing-message-strategy-workshop/
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Since this approach is common, it is the default used by website designers and anticipated by 
clients. However, for website design specifically, this system is fundamentally flawed—here’s why.

The time when we know least about the project is at the beginning—when the scope of work 
and price are agreed upon. Changes are hard to accommodate and result in project delays and 
expensive change orders, neither of which leads to happy clients.

Growth-Driven Website Design + Agile
The alternative, more modern concept, is growth-driven design (GDD) + Agile. GDD operates  
on the principle that websites are intended to be changed and are built with that consideration 
in mind from the outset. Using the GDD principles, clients can adjust the website content and 
messages both before and after launch.

Agile is a project management methodology originating from the software development industry. 
The basic concept is that projects are broken into sprint cycles (for example 4 weeks). Within each 
sprint, there are deliverables that are moving toward the overall goal. At the end of each sprint, 
there is an evaluation followed by the selection of the next set of deliverables. 

That makes so much sense for websites and marketing as a whole! Clients have the flexibility to 
adjust activities as the project progresses all within the context of the project scope and budget.  
No change orders, and you get to regularly determine what is most important.

Website Design and Development Skills
 
Any company offering website design and development services should have these essential 
skills. Not all do and, as the buyer, you need to evaluate their capability in the following areas:

Website Design Website  
Development

Quality  
Assurance/Testing

Hosting, Security,   
& Maintenance
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Website Design
A good website design gives users a clear path to the most useful content. It will be aesthetically 
pleasing, reflect the client’s brand, have an appropriate mix of quality images, graphics, color,  
and content. 

The design will also consider the user experience (UX), for example, where do people naturally look 
(the F pattern concept), how fast does the site load, what features can be incorporated to empha-
size a specific aspect of the site—including animation, pop-ups, calls to action, and lead captures.

Website Development
Website development is the process of transforming the design idea into reality. Development is 
the building process using a combination of modules, plug-ins, CSS (cascading style sheets), and 
custom coding to make your website a reality.

Good website development considers: 

• The user experience on both desktop and  
mobile devices—quite a significant under- 
taking given the number of devices with  
different aspect ratios

• How the site will render across various  
website browsers—Chrome, Edge, Safari, etc.

• The future search engine optimization 
requirements

• Technical considerations that impact all  
of the above such as load speeds, website 
structure, and efficiency in coding

The requirements for high-quality website development to meet the increasing demands  
from users and search engines such as Google are significant and growing as websites become 
increasingly more complex.

Testing and Quality Assurance
Testing evaluates all aspects of the website including:

• Page rendering on the multiple types of devices—desktop, tablet, and phone

• Speed on both desktop and mobile devices

• The layout of each page—is it working as intended and does it help the visitor



6

How to Choose a Website Company   © Ocean 5 Strategies

Hosting, Security, and Maintenance
Websites are usually (should) be developed on a development server away from the public eye. 
Once it’s ready to launch the website files are transferred to a live production server and the DNS 
setting modified to make your website visible to the world.

Your website design company should be knowledgeable about hosting, security, and main-
tenance, for example; SSL certifications, malware protection, and updates. Will these support 
services be provided post-launch or are you on your own?

Website Content
 
Content refers to written pages, as well as images, videos, and graphics. These elements are  
provided to the developer for inclusion in the final website.

Since the creation of content is a significant part of any website it’s important to understand  
if the content is included in your website proposal or are you, the client, expected to provide 
content yourself?

Written Content
Writing content can be an arduous task and is the number one reason for delays in website 
launches. Using a website company that offers professional writing services can reduce stress 
and improve lead times. 

If your website company offers content development services then you need to be confident the 
quality of the writing, especially in highly technical fields, will meet your standards and represent 
your company appropriately.
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Graphic Design
Graphic design is often confused with website design—
they are different. 

Infographics, custom illustrations, and image enhance-
ments/modifications are created by a graphic designer and 
provided to the web designer for inclusion in the website.

Check to see if custom graphic design is available from 
your website design company and if is it included in the 
project.

Content Strategy
Your website content falls broadly into 5 categories, each with its owns specific role within your 
website and your overall marketing plan.

Great graphics can help  
visitors quickly understand  
your main points. 

1 4

2 5

3

Home page Contact

Product/service pages Resources and/or blog articles

About

Specific industry sectors have additional requirements, for example, government contractors 
should provide details of things like their contract vehicles and capabilities statement, etc. (Note 
for government contractors—let us know if you need a complete list of the federal government 
buyer expectations).

The content you need for your website can be used for other sales and marketing purposes.  
A content plan will significantly reduce the overall cost and improve the value you get for the  
content produced.
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Content is the foundation of multiple 
marketing campaigns, including:
• Search engine optimization

• Email marketing

• Advertising

• Inbound marketing campaigns

• Events

• Social media marketing 
 

Search Engine Optimization (SEO)  
and Website Design

 
If you have a website it makes sense that you would like to get found on the major search  
engines, Google being by far the most important with over 86% of the market.

Google has a sophisticated algorithm that finds the best website available in response to an  
individual search. The algorithm is continually refined to improve the quality of the search results.

Good, technical, website design has a direct impact on search engine results. For example,  
website design and development will directly influence:

• Load speed (a driver of user experience and a significant part of Google’s 2021 Core Web 
Vitals initiative)

• Mobile-friendly (Google uses the mobile version to rank websites)

• Site maps and schema (allows search engines to understand the structure of your site)

• URLs and page titles (help search engines identify the page topics)



9

How to Choose a Website Company   © Ocean 5 Strategies

A word of caution: some website companies may use the terms search engine friendly which is 
not the same as search engine optimization. The difference may not always be clear.

Search engine optimization is typically an ongoing program that includes:
1. Technical optimization

2. On-page optimization

3. Local search optimization (if appropriate for your business)

4. Ongoing content additions

5. Ongoing acquisition of backlinks 

Search engine friendly typically means creating a website that has the ability to be optimized in 
the future.

A website design company that does not understand search engine optimization can build a 
website that is quite difficult to find through search engines. Make sure you understand what you 
are getting as part of your website design project.

Post Launch Website Support
 
Websites are frequently subject to attacks from hackers with malicious or mischievous intent. 

Like all software, your website requires updates to the content management system, the theme, 
and individual plug-ins to fix bugs and keep security measures up to date. Each update risks 
introducing a software conflict, which a professional web developer will resolve before you know 
about it.

Maintenance also ensures your website remains free of malware and should include an SSL  
certificate—which protects your visitors and also positively impacts search engine optimization.
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Professional post-launch support is both prevention and an insurance policy—if anything does 
go wrong you have a knowledgeable person there to fix it. 

How much support will your website design company provide post-launch?

Past Performance
 
Probably one of the more obvious questions—can the website design company demonstrate 
they have experience?

When evaluating past performance it’s common to ask for examples of websites for companies 
just like yours, which can be misleading. Bear in mind that a website should be uniquely designed  
to meet the needs of each client, and the design and functionality are influenced by the client—if 
you simply don’t like the site, it may not be a reflection on the website design company. 

Instead, dig deeper and ask questions that can explore capabilities. For example:

• What is the biggest website project the company has worked on? 

• What technical challenges have they experienced and resolved?

• What was the logic behind their past website designs?

• What changes would they make if the website was redesigned today?

Past experience in your industry can, however, help with content. If you are commissioning a 
website-only project then you are buying an empty vessel into which you pour your content. If 
you are looking for advice on the website structure, what content to include, or help with writing 
the text, then experience in your industry helps. 
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Website Ownership
 
Ownership is important and becomes a nasty surprise if you don’t address this question upfront. 
There are some website companies who attempt to leverage ownership to lock clients into long-
term contracts—buyer beware.

Let’s break it down.
Websites are a number of data files that live on a computer. The computer is set up to allow  
secure access from the outside world to view those files (hence the name “webserver”).

The website files include:

• The content management system (for example WordPress)

• The design theme or template

• Plug-ins or custom code that provide the functionality

• The content, written text, images, etc.

Your website domain is even more important. It is the URL that is associated with your business 
and it is the only one in the entire world. You can always abandon your old website and build a 
new one, but losing your domain is a serious issue.

Now, let’s look at who owns what.

Web Companies Who Own Everything
Some web companies offer a low monthly subscription (which seems attractive on the surface). 
However, should you decide to switch providers they will simply turn off your website and your 
design and content are gone. In the fine print of the contract, you may find that they own it all!

Domain Ownership
Some companies will offer a free domain as part of their package, and should you decide to 
switch, you discover they own the domain. 
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Your domain name should be in a domain registrar account that you own and pay for. If there is 
ever a question about who owns a domain, it is typically the person whose credit card pays the 
bill that wins the argument. Domain registration is cheap—$15-30 per year—don’t let this slip 
through your fingertips!

Who Owns WordPress?
No one technically owns WordPress, it is open-source software. Thousands of developers have 
collaborated to create this particular content management system (CMS), which you can use  
for free.

Themes, Templates, and Plug-ins
Some websites are built from the ground up using custom coding, most are built on a theme 
or template. The theme has prebuilt designs and features which speed up the development 
process. They are also highly customizable, so two websites based on the same theme can look 
completely different. Similarly, plug-ins are pre-built code to make website features work, for 
example, forms.

Technically you don’t own the templates or the plug-ins, the original developer retains the rights 
to those products—they sell them to other web developers which is how they make a living. You 
have a license to use them but not the right to resell them as your own.

Written Content
Who owns the content is a contractual relationship between you and the writer. If you wrote it, it 
should belong to you. If a professional writer wrote it, typically your agreement with them would 
transfer ownership to you. 

However, if you add your content to a website where the company “owns it all” you could lose 
access to your own content—making it difficult to recreate.
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Images and graphics
If you created it, it should be yours (subject to copyright laws—if in doubt talk to a lawyer).

If you used a stock image, you should buy it from a reputable source and keep a copy of the 
agreement. It is possible that the original artist finds the image on your website and may  
challenge your right to use it.

If you have videos or photos taken by a professional, read the agreement. It is typical that the 
videographer/photographer owns the copyright and you have a license to use it. Your usage may 
also be restricted, for example, your website is ok but a national advertising campaign is not ok 
without additional permission and fees. Also bear in mind that the “owner” can use those images 
for their own purposes including reselling them to a third party without your approval. Read the 
fine print.

The bottom line: If you want to move your website files to a different vendor can you do it easily?

 

Website Pricing 
 
Professional website design and development can range from a few thousand dollars to hundreds 
of thousands, depending on the size and complexity of the site. 

Figure Out Your Budget
If you have a budget range in mind it’s worth sharing that 
early in the conversation to keep everyone on the same page 
and avoid frustration on both sides. Your budget can be a 
range that you can refine based on the scope of work, but the 
website design company needs to know if you are looking for 
a $5K or $50K website before they can realistically provide a 
proposal.
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If you don’t have a budget in mind, a reputable company should offer a free initial assessment  
of your current website to determine things like page count, current functionality, number of 
existing forms, etc., and give you a ballpark range. 

What Questions Should You Expect?
This will typically include current and desired  
future revenue goals, sales and marketing  
objectives, and information about existing and  
planned marketing activities—all of which can  
influence website design and development.

You should also expect to provide access to your  
Google Analytics and any other current user data,  
as this will shape the future website structure. Before  
providing access to sensitive information you should  
receive and sign a 2-way non-disclosure agreement.

Ask About Pricing Structure
The Growth-Driven Design process takes the entire project and established a fixed monthly  
payment for a predetermined number of months, for example, $X for Y months. This makes  
budgeting and cash flow highly predictable even though the design and development work will 
be heavily front-loaded.

The traditional waterfall structure typically requires a large upfront payment of one-third or one-
half down payment and additional milestone payments due prior to the launch of your website.

Does The Pricing Allow for Adjustments?
Growth-Driven Design + Agile recognizes that the website needs will change over time and  
adjustments can be accommodated within the pricing structure (no additional hidden fees).

A website company that is  
focused on your business 
growth (and not just taking 
your money) should ask about 
your goals and objectives. 
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Conversely, a traditional (waterfall) website project has a fixed scope of work and changes are 
accommodated through change orders at an additional cost. 

It is extremely difficult for clients to fully define the entire scope at the beginning of the project. 
Some website design companies will therefore offer a narrower scope in order to pitch a lower 
price point and make up the difference on subsequent change orders. This is extremely frustrat-
ing for the client who is faced with unbudgeted costs and extended deadlines far beyond the 
original plan.

In our experience, Growth-Driven Design + Agile invariably leads to happier clients!

Continuous Improvement
 If growth is your goal, you will need a new website that is continually  

monitored, optimized, and improved. 

GDD assumes an ongoing program of continuous improvement in-
cluding content updates post-launch. Examples of updates include 
content edits, the addition of landing pages, and new articles (to 
support other marketing campaigns such as email or advertising). 

The most common example of continuous improvement is a search 
engine optimization (SEO) program. Select a website design company 

with SEO capabilities and they should design your new website with  
 search engines in mind from the outset.

Ask if these services are included in your fees. A GDD agreement with monthly payments usually 
covers a six to twelve-month period. The platform website launches in months 2-3, then dedi-
cates the remaining months to continual improvement. 

In contrast, traditional website design agreements tend to end with final payment and launch—
usually requiring the full fee to be paid prior to the launch. And then you are on your own.
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Post Launch Support 
Modern websites are inherently complex and require ongoing maintenance. Make sure your  
chosen website design company has the ability to provide the necessary post-launch support 
including hosting, maintenance, and security to keep your website online. Also, make sure this 
includes a commitment to staying current with the many web browsers and mobile devices.

Fee Transparency—Priority Changes
What happens if priorities change? Are there hourly fees for additional content changes? Does 
the agreement allow for flexibility to change priorities as user data become available? 

Some companies have disclaimers in the fine print of their contracts. Strict limitations on content 
and design changes can result in fees that quickly add up.

Typically you will find this not to be the case with a GDD website agreement as the whole idea of 
the methodology is to remain agile and adapt focus based on the ongoing measurements and 
user data.

Read the proposal carefully and ask questions. 

Payment Options
Typically the most convenient is an auto-debit ACH payment or credit card. These methods are 
simple and secure.

Credit cards have merchant fees of 2.5 to 4% and some website design companies may tack on 
an additional handling fee for credit cards. Physical checks create payment delays and require 
handling.

Ask about the lowest-cost payment options.
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25 Questions to Ask Your Website  
Design Company

Here is the shortlist of questions you should ask your website design company.

Planning and Strategy
How will the new website support:

1. My business goals?

2. My business development/sales team?

3. Other marketing programs?

Project Management
4. Describe the project management process?

5. Can I make modifications to the scope of work if new ideas become available?

6. Who will be my primary contact?

7. What other resources do you have that will be working on this project?

Content
8. Who will be responsible for creating the content, including; written text, images,  

and graphics, etc?

9. Are these included in the price? 

10. How does the website content integrate with our broader content strategy?

Search Engine Optimization
11. Will the website design project include search engine optimization?

12. What is included?
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Post Launch Support
13. What post-launch support is included, for example, hosting, maintenance, and security?

14. Are content updates included?

Capabilities and Past Performance
15. Which websites are you most proud of and why?

16. What is the largest website project you have worked on?

17. Show me examples of past website projects—why were they designed this way and what 
would you change if you redesigned the website today?

18. What are the most technical challenges you have faced in the past and how did you over-
come them?

19. How will the website accommodate future changes such as new products or the addition 
of white papers, videos, and articles?

Website Ownership
20. Who owns the website?

21. Should I decide to use a different vendor down the road how easy is it to transfer?

Website Pricing
22. What is the pricing structure? Monthly? Large upfront fees? Too good to be true (read the 

fine print)?

23. Does the price allow adjustments to the scope of work?

24. Are there any additional fees, such as change orders, images, content, or other items that 
clients have paid for in the past?

25. What are the payment options? ACH? Credit Card? Other?
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Website Design Company Selection
 
There are no right or wrong answers. There are many options to suit different goals and budgets. 
The question is which one is right for you? If you are considering a new website, start with a free 
website assessment—visit us for details at: ocean5strategies.com/websites.

Ocean 5 is a Growth Agency
We look across your entire sales and marketing pipeline to align your marketing investments  

with your business objectives.  

We are Subject Matter Experts
In strategy, project management, and digital marketing execution.

We Make the Complex Seem Simple
Because clarity accelerates growth. We use data to improve management and investment  

decisions—no fluff, no vanity metrics.

We use our Proprietary SWIM® Process
We use Strategy With Implementation and Measurement to create personalized programs  

built on proven processes.

Our Core Values Are
• We add value to the relationship

• We do what we say we will do

• We do the right thing

We are an Award-Winning Agency
We have earned 42 Awards for website design, content, campaign execution, graphic design,  

and video. 

About Ocean 5

https://www.ocean5strategies.com/websites/
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