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	On the Web, 4 seconds can be a lifetime. Not long ago, the accepted wisdom was that the average user would abandon a Web page if it didn't load within 8 seconds, even if in the middle of a transaction. Now, that figure has been cut in half, according to a recent study by Digital Island, a Web site host and content delivery network. The obvious solution is quickly loading pages at sites that can maintain performance as traffic increases.

But before taking any steps to ensure site performance, consider your audience. What sort of content do they expect? Speed is directly related to content complexity, and the balance between the two must match user expectation. Consider, too, that sites don't exist in a vacuum; speed can be affected by network traffic, server design, and the user's PC. Determining how your audience accesses the Internet, as well as how many users might hit your site at once and where they're located, is critical. Without this information, you can never be sure your site will perform well. Many Web designers forget that pages that perform well locally may take serious hits when viewed six networks away.

If a majority of your users have DSL or cable modem connections, a multimedia-heavy site may make sense. Such users won't have to wait too long for pages to load. They also expect multimedia content.

If, however, your site is for everyday consumers–many of whom who still use dial-up–or for business users–who are less concerned with visual flair–keep pages small and simple. For top performance for the widest possible audience, limiting Web pages to between 35K and 60K is best. And there should be no more than eight objects–meaning icons and GIF or JPEG images–per page. This is because browsers pull down just four objects at a time. More than eight requires too many calls from the browser to the server. "It's not uncommon to see Web sites with 30 or 40 objects on them–little colored dots and so forth," says Lloyd Taylor, vice president of technology and operations at Keynote Systems, a California-based company that measures e-commerce site performance. "And while the page may be only 60K or so, it downloads like a page that's 700K."

You also need enough server power to support the size of your user base. A typical Windows NT or Linux server with a 500-MHz processor can easily accommodate 100 people at a time, but multiple load-balanced enterprise servers are needed to juggle thousands. Load testing can help ensure that your site can handle the anticipated crowds.

You can further improve performance with content delivery networks from companies like Akamai, Digital Island, and Inktomi. These companies take your site's static and often-used content and move it to servers in the Internet access facilities–the dial-up ISPs, cable modem service providers, and DSL providers–that service your customers. Browsers will still grab the site's framework from your servers, but they won't have to go back across the Internet for frequently viewed graphics, images, and the like. Furthermore, when traffic to your site is heavy in specific regions, such networks can dynamically provide additional servers to take up the load.

Two examples of sites designed for speed and optimum performance are standbys Amazon and Yahoo!. Not only do they use content delivery networks, but "they are very plain sites," says Nikos Drakos, senior research analyst at market researchers GartnerGroup. "There is very little use of frames or JavaScript, very few images. They are very careful to build pages that load quickly."


