Website Design Topic
Website Design Topic Archive
Please feel free to copy and use this information as you deem appropriate, if you give credit to this author and site. Thank you.
Domain Names
by Dan Prinzing, DrTandem Web Page Design, July 2003 
Before delving into the qualities that make a domain name great, we should first explore just what a domain name is. It really isn't a name at all, it's a numerical address. For instance, Yahoo.com is really 216.109.112.135. So, depending on your browser configuration, instead of going to http://www.Yahoo.com to get there, you could go to http:// 216.109.112.135 . Go ahead, try it. I'll wait. I'm sure you'll agree that remembering Yahoo.com is much easier than 216.109.112.135. The creators of the internet realized this, as well. By the way, Al Gore wasn't one of them. 
The numbers are an IP (internet protocol) address. When you enter a name such as DrTandem.com, it is translated into its IP address by a domain name server (DNS). The name and address are located in routers that are loaded with the information to direct your request to the proper web server. Without getting into technical detail, it's just a convenience. Imagine trying to remember all of your friends by their Social Security number!
Now, that we have a better understanding of what a domain name is, what makes it a good one. Well, from what we have just learned, it's important that it be easy to remember. You may have also noticed that at the end of a domain name is a suffix such as .com, .org, .net, .gov, etc. These domains, also known as the "top level domain" or "domain extension" were originally used for designating the purpose of a site. Dot com was for commercial sites, .net was for a network related site, .org was for organizations and .gov was for the government. There are several others, but you get the idea. Unless you work in the government, you can't have a .gov domain. Most of the others can be acquired for any purpose. By far the most common is .com. As a matter of fact, people entering a domain name, also known as a URL (uniform resource locator), will many times enter .com out of habit, although they are trying to reach one of the others. That narrows our field of preferred choices.
We want something short and easy to remember in the .com domain. SomethingEasyToRemember.com. In this example, "SomethingEasyToRemember" is known as the bottom domain. When you select a domain name, you need to select both, so from here on we'll simply discuss them as one entity, the domain name. Choosing a name that has something to do with your business will assist greatly in making it easy to remember. 

For example, a name such as LotionLady.com pretty much fills the bill. You can guess that it's a woman that sells lotion/skin care. In contrast, my domain name DrTandem.com is a good example of what not to do. It's hard to remember, hard to spell as people don't know whether to use "Dr", "Dr." or "Doctor" for the first part and "tandem" is hard to spell over the phone with it having both a letter "n" and "m". Also, it doesn't give anyone a clue as to what I do. Well, at least it's short with a dot com domain.
You may be wondering why I use DrTandem.com or why I don't change it. The name comes from an obscure 70's song, "Dr. Tandem Takes a Ride". Tandem refers to telephone company switching tandems and I used to work as a telephone repairman. I reserved the domain name long before I had a need to use it. Most of my business comes via word-of-mouth, so I'm not terribly concerned with search engine rankings for my site. But, I digress. Let's get back to our discussion.
Another thing to consider is to use a keyword or two in your domain name, if possible. It would appear that certain search engines such as Google may use the domain name as part of its search criteria. For instance, there's LotionLady.com that is ranked high with a search for "lotion" on Google. Yet, Lotion.net, which has absolutely nothing to do with lotion or skin care, is right up there with it. If you look at Lotion.net's source code, the actual word lotion is used maybe once. This gives great suspicion that it is simply its domain name that is driving its ranking. Other sites that link to it may also contribute to its rank, but that's another topic.
So, let's review the qualities that make up a good domain name for business:
	Easy to remember 

Short 
Descriptive of the site 
In the "dot com" domain, if possible 
Uses a keyword or two 
Is there anything else to consider? Yes, copycats or just plain confusion! If you have a good domain name, you may want to consider reserving similar names or the same ones in different domains. Let me pick on LotionLady.com, again. If you try LotionLady.net, .org, .us or Lotion-Lady.com (notice the hyphen?), you'll discover that they all point to LotionLady.com. Sure, there are other domains such as .info, .bus, .tv, etc., but Lotion Lady® has done a reasonable job of protecting itself from copycats and confusion. 
In closing, I can't state strongly enough, if you find a domain name you like that is available, reserve it. Now! They are inexpensive. If you don't start a website you can always let it expire or even sell it. That's right, sell it. There are quite a few domain names that are registered without having an associated website. They are owned by people who were clever enough (unscrupulous?) to reserve domain names they have no intention of using. They're known as "cyber-squatters". So, why are you still reading? Go find and reserve your domain name. Need help? Just ask me.
DrTandem is Dan Prinzing, a freelance webmaster specializing in affordable custom websites for small businesses. He is located in the coastal community of Encinitas, north of San Diego.
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