
For many people, a search engine, not a phone directory, is where they look for information first. They 

assume that they’ll find what they need online, and if they can’t, that it doesn’t exist. To connect with 

these potential donors, volunteers, and partners, you need a website.  

Your website doesn’t need to be complicated. To start, you simply need a place where people can learn 

about your mission and programs, see how to contact you, and make donations. 

The process of deciding what information you need on your website and drafting it can be difficult, 

especially if a group is responsible for creating the content. A few tips to make it easier: 

 Start simple. Every page you add is a page you’ll need to update and maintain. 

 Browse other websites. See what pages they have and how the pages are organized. 

 Focus on what people will be looking for on your website. Often this is different than what you 

want them to read on your website. 

 Avoid jargon and academic language, and write so that people can understand your content 

easily. (Tools that can help you assess if your content is easy to read include Edit Central 

(http://www.editcentral.com/gwt1/EditCentral.html), StoryToolz Readability Statistics 

(http://storytoolz.com/readability), Readability-Score.com (http://www.readability-

score.com/).) 

 List your staff and their contact information. 

 Put your donate button and newsletter sign-up form in a prominent place. 

This list will give you a good start, but it’s by no means complete. A good additional resource is Abstract 

Edge’s Failing to Plan Is Planning to Fail (http://info.abstractedge.com/nonprofit-ebook). 

Besides drafting your content, you’ll also need to make several technical decisions before setting up 

your website. 

What Content Management System Should You Use? 

A content management system (CMS) lets you easily add, edit, and remove content from your 

website without needing special technical knowledge. Using a CMS has many benefits: website-

wide changes can be made more quickly, add-ins are often available to help you incorporate 

desirable features with minimal effort, and online information is available to help you solve 

most of the problems you’ll encounter. Unfortunately, you will need to maintain and update the 

CMS software. Several CMSs have made this process easy enough for you to do on your own; 

however, you may want to hire a consultant to do this. 

A lot of CMSs exist, and to find the right one for your organization, you will need to research 

your options. Idealware’s Comparing Open Source CMSs: WordPress, Joomla, Drupal, and Plone 

(http://idealware.org/reports/2010-os-cms) is a good place to start. Also, you should ask your 

colleagues about their CMS and find out what CMSs are used by other websites that you like 

with BuiltWith Technology Lookup (http://builtwith.com/) or a similar tool. 
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Many new, resource-strapped organizations will opt to build their first website with the 

WordPress CMS on WordPress.com (http://wordpress.com/). This is an easy to set up solution 

where Automattic (http://automattic.com/) maintains and updates your CMS software. If you 

choose this option, don’t settle for the completely free version. At the minimum, you should pay 

to remove the ads from your site and to use a custom domain. Your site will look more 

professional. 

Where Should Your Site Be Hosted? 

Once you’ve selected a CMS, you need to decide where it will be installed so that it is accessible 

online. If you are already running a web server, you can set up your website on it. If not, you can 

pay a web hosting service to host your website for you. 

The company you choose to host your website will depend on your chosen CMS. If you picked 

WordPress on WordPress.com or Google Sites, they will host your site for you. Otherwise, you 

need find a reputable hosting service that supports your CMS. Idealware’s A Few Good Web 

Hosting Providers (http://www.idealware.org/articles/fgt_web_hosting_providers.php) 

describes what you should look for, but again you’ll want to ask colleagues about their hosting 

services and if they’ve had any significant downtime or other problems. If you want to see which 

hosting service a website is using, you can use a tool like Who Is Hosting This? 

(http://www.whoishostingthis.com/). 

What Domain Name Should You Register? 

For people to find your website, you need a domain name. The domain name that you purchase 

should be memorable and fairly short, so that people can remember and use it to go directly to 

your website. If you need help thinking of a good domain name, check out SEOmoz’s 12 Rules 

for Choosing the Right Domain Name (http://www.seomoz.org/blog/how-to-choose-the-right-

domain-name). A word of caution: don’t advertise your domain name until after you’ve 

purchased it. If you do, someone may buy it first and try to resell it to you for more. 

You may be able to purchase your domain name through your web hosting service. If the price is 

less than or comparable to purchasing it separately, go ahead. Consolidating these purchases 

may simplify both administrative and technical tasks. If your web hosting service doesn’t offer 

this feature, you have several options. Common vendors used by Fusion Partnerships’ programs 

include GoDaddy (http://www.godaddy.com/), Dreamhost (http://dreamhost.com/), 1 & 1 

Internet (http://www.1and1.com/), and Network Solutions 

(http://www.networksolutions.com/). Two others worth considering: DNSSimple 

(https://dnsimple.com/) and Namecheap (http://www.namecheap.com/). Before buying, do 

your research. Compare prices, review the vendors’ reputations, and ask your colleagues’ 

opinions. Should you want to find out where a domain name has been registered, you can use a 

tool like ewhois (http://www.ewhois.com/). 
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You should consider buying both the .org and .com versions of your domain name, if they are 

available. This way, you’ll prevent cybersquatting (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cybersquatting) 

and protect your reputation. 

A domain name bonus: you can use your domain name to set up free, professional email 

addresses for staff and key volunteers using Google Apps from Google for Nonprofits 

(http://www.google.com/nonprofits/). 

Carefully store the usernames and passwords associated with your domain names, web hosting service, 

and website. Do not rely on a consultant, staff member, or volunteer to be the only person with this 

information. Many organizations have lost access to their websites and domain names after a 

disgruntled or absent-minded person disappeared with the information. Follow the advice in Idealware’s 

blog post It’s 10am, do you know where your organization’s logins are? 

(http://www.idealware.org/blog/2008/10/its-10-am-do-you-know-where-your-organizations-log-ins-

are.html) to save yourself some headaches later. 

After you have drafted your content and decided on your CMS, web hosting service, and domain name, 

you are ready to set your website up. You will need to rely on the documentation provided with your 

CMS and by your registrar and hosting service for specific instructions. Generally, however, you’ll need 

to 

 install your CMS on your web hosting service’s servers; 

 create pages in your CMS and load your content; 

 point your domain name at the place where your website is installed; and  

 set up a process for backing up your website. 

If you struggle with any of these steps or want to learn more about using your CMS, search for a local 

user group. They hold regular meetings to share knowledge and meet other people who are using the 

same software. In Baltimore, there are active WordPress (http://www.meetup.com/The-Baltimore-

WordPress-Group/) and Drupal (http://www.meetup.com/Baltimore-Drupal-Meetup/) groups. Both 

welcome novice users. WordPress users should also check out a day-long conference, WordCamp 

Baltimore (http://2012.baltimore.wordcamp.org/), with sessions for new and advanced users, which will 

take place on September 8, 2012. 

Following these steps should help you set up a simple first website. There’s plenty more you can do and 

will need to do as you organization grows, but this should give you a good start. 

For those with websites already, any words of advice for those starting off the process? Lessons 

learned? Things you wish you had done different? Next steps? 
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