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Praise	for	Above	the	Fold	First
Edition
“One	of	The	Best	Books	Available	On	The	Web	Design	Process
Brian	clearly	put	a	lot	of	thought	and	careful	consideration	into	the
structure,	content	and	flow	of	the	book.	It’s	well	done.	I’ve	been	building
websites	for	4	or	5	years	now	and	this	is	the	first	book	I’ve	found	that	does
a	good	job	of	walking	the	reader	through	the	entire	thought	process	of
planning	and	creating	a	structured	strategy	for	designing	websites.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	April	28,	2011	by	Steffan	Antonas
“Web	Design	Demystified
“Above	the	Fold”	provides	everything	that	you	need	to	build	a	strong
foundation	for	a	successful	web	site.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	March	28,	2011	by	Ted	A.	Dobbs
“I’m	glad	I	started	here
Brian	Miller	gives	a	sensible	and	well	thought	out	approach	to	web
design.	As	a	person	who	is	interested	in	getting	into	this	field	I	found	this
book	a	great	place	to	begin	my	journey.	He	links	all	the	steps	to	be
successful	at	web	design.	The	talent	and	skills	must	be	your	own,	but	if
your	looking	for	a	tool	to	focus	existing	talent	into	a	career	in	web	design
this	book	is	an	excellent	place	to	begin.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	August	24,	2011	by	JStein
“Fantastic	guide
Above	the	Fold	provides	you	with	the	fundamentals	required	for	a
successful	digital	experience.	Anyone	who	is	looking	to	promote

http://Amazon.com


themselves	or	business	using	digital	media	marketing	tools	should	own	a
copy	of	this	book.	As	Brian	Miller	thoroughly	demonstrates,	principals	of
design	very	much	apply	to	each	of	your	digital	properties.	Thank	you,
Brian	for	an	extremely	comprehensive	guide	of	an	ever	changing
landscape.	While	technology	will	continue	to	change,	principals	of
effective	design	do	not.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	March	10,	2011	by	B.	Crosland
“Great	for	budding	Devs
If	you’re	into	the	web	and	building	sites	then	this,	IMHO,	is	a	must	read.
Brian	Miller	took	his	time	and	laid	out	the	fundamentals	of	web
development	and	design	ehre	in	a	concise	and	accessible	manner.	you
don’	need	a	lot	of	technical	acumen	or	programming	prowess	to	get	what
he’s	writing	about	and	you’ll	come	away	with	a	much	greater
understanding	of	the	how’s	and	why’s	of	dev/design.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	April	20,	2013	by	Frater	Zion
“A	Useful	and	Easy	Guide
Miller	has	written	here	the	perfect	handbook	for	a	student	looking	to
learn	more	about	web	design	or	a	small	business	owner	trying	to	spice
their	site	up	an	increase	traffic.	It’s	all	here,	discussions	about	the	web
itself,	about	how	people	use	it	and	read	different	sorts	of	pages,
discussions	about	the	usability	of	a	site	and	how	that	affects	its	design	and
vice-verse,	a	checklist	of	things	to	do	before	your	site	goes	live	and	of
things	to	have	as	it	grows	and	thrives,	everything	you	could	need	to	know
about	web	design.”
–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	April	3,	2012	by	A	Student	of	eCommerce
“A	must	have	for	web	designers
Brian	Miller	does	a	great	job	of	introducing	people	to	the	Art	&	Science	of
Website	Design.	This	book	is	an	excellent	introduction	and	overview	of
Website	Design,	but	is	also	packed	with	great	information	for	old	timers
as	well.”



–	Published	on	Amazon.com	on	September	11,	2011	by	Hugh



Preface

Illustration	of	Brian	Miller	by	Abigail	Zambon
For	many	years,	students	of	graphic	design	studied	the	subject	in	the
context	of	printed	material	(advertising,	brochures,	logos,	books,
magazines,	newspapers,	etc.)	with	the	goal	of	creating	a	fixed	and
permanent	product—ink	on	paper,	paint	on	a	wall.	That	is	all	changing.
More	recently,	students	studying	graphic	design	do	so	with	no	intent	of
creating	a	piece	of	printed	material.	This	book	is	for	those	students.
This	book	is	also	for	those	who	have	been	practicing	print	design	for	many
years	and	are	looking	to	bridge	their	skills	over	to	the	Web.	For	you,	there
are	portions	of	this	book	that	should	sound	very	familiar,	but	there	will	be
other	concepts	that	will	go	against	what	you’ve	worked	so	hard	to	achieve
as	a	print	designer—letting	go	of	exact	color	matching,	smooth	type	rags,
and	avoiding	the	dreaded	widow!
The	fundamentals	of	clear,	hierarchical	graphic	communication	have	not
changed	for	hundreds,	if	not,	thousands	of	years.	There	are	universal
principles	that	govern	the	success	of	a	message	being	seen	and	being
consumed	effectively	by	a	particular	audience.	But	the	medium	matters.
Above	the	Fold	is	a	book	about	those	enduring	graphic	design	principles,



but	with	the	added	nuances	and	specialties	that	digital	communication
brings.
This	book	focuses	on	the	design	of	Web	sites—more	specifically,
communicating	a	message	using	the	medium	of	the	Web.	Many	students
of	Web	design,	and	many	other	publications	on	the	topic,	tend	to	mix
technology	(coding)	and	design	into	one	big	hodgepodge.	This	is	a
mistake	and	can	be	a	barrier	to	entering	the	field	for	many	people.	Coding
is	an	art	form	unto	itself,	requiring	years	of	study	and	skill	development,
much	like	design.	While	it	is	important	to	understand	the	basics	of	the
coding	required	to	build	a	site,	it	is	ambitious	to	believe	that	a	single
person	will	have	the	creative	acumen	to	design	a	site	as	well	as	the	coding
prowess	to	develop	the	same	site	end	to	end.
This	is	very	similar	to	print	design,	actually.	It	has	always	been	important
for	graphic	designers	to	understand	the	printing	process—the	effects	of
various	types	of	varnishes	or	how	certain	paper	affects	the	ink,	folding,
and	binding	techniques—but	it	has	not	been	necessary	for	print	designers
to	run	the	press.	Although	there	are	boutique	print	shops	owned	by	very
talented	designers,	the	majority	of	pressmen	are	specialists	in	the	field	of
printing.	They	understand	that	being	an	expert	printer	requires
dedication,	as	does	being	a	designer.
A	few	words	about	the	title
Some	of	you	may	have	investigated	and/or	purchased	this	book	based	on
the	title	in	the	hope	that	it	has	the	often-debated	answer	to	the	question,
“Should	I	put	all	my	content	above	the	fold?”	It	is	my	hope	that	it	will
broaden	your	thinking	on	the	subject.	There	is	no	one	right	answer	to	that
question,	but	this	book	will	provide	you	with	the	framework	for	effectively
laying	out	a	Web	page	based	on	the	goals	and	objectives	of	your	client.
The	phrase	“above	the	fold”	reminds	us	that	there	are	both	close
similarities	and	vast	differences	between	print	and	Web	design.



The	term	above	the	fold	comes	from	the	newspaper	industry.	There	was	a
time	when	newspapers	where	sold	en	masse	on	the	street	corner	to
passersby.	As	people	raced	by	from	one	location	to	another,	the	top	of	the
front	page	of	a	newspaper	needed	to	grab	their	attention	and	compel
them	to	purchase	the	paper.	In	that	case,	it	was	very	important	to	have
the	information	on	the	top	half	of	the	front	page	be	the	most	relevant	and
interesting.
For	the	Web,	there	is	a	similar	paradigm	where	the	viewable	area	of	a
Web	browser	only	exposes	a	portion	of	most	Web	pages.	The	term	above
the	fold	was	adopted	by	Web	users	to	describe	this	phenomenon.	Unlike
newspapers,	however,	where	almost	every	one	was	sold	in	a	mass-market
format,	Web	pages	are	viewed	at	different	paces.	Even	pages	within	the
same	site	are	viewed	differently—the	home	page	tends	to	need	to	grab
someone’s	attention	faster	than	an	interior	page,	as	an	example.
So	why	title	the	book	Above	the	Fold?	Good	question.	Above	the	fold	is	a
phrase	that	reminds	us	that	there	are	both	close	similarities	and	vast
differences	between	designing	for	print	and	designing	for	the	Web.	It
represents	the	link	between	what	has	been	done	for	hundreds	of	years
and	what	is	new	in	the	field	of	design.
Design	can	be	defined	as	a	series	of	decisions	that	lead	to	the	optimal
outcome	for	a	particular	need.	Placing	content	above	or	below	the	fold	on
a	Web	page	is	one	of	those	decisions.	It	is	my	hope	that	the	content	of	this
book	will	aid	you	in	making	this	as	well	as	many	other	important	design
decisions	that	lead	to	clear	and	effective	communication	on	the	Web.



INTRODUCTION	TO	WEB	DESIGN
There’s	an	old	legend	in	the	world	of	football	that	says	Vince	Lombardi,
head	coach	of	the	Green	Bay	Packers,	started	every	season	with	a	speech
to	his	players	about	the	game	of	football.	He	began	the	lecture	by	holding
up	a	football	and	saying,	“Gentlemen,	this	is	a	football.”	He	proceeded	to
describe	its	size	and	shape,	talk	about	how	it	could	be	thrown,	kicked,	and
carried.	Then	he’d	point	down	at	the	field	and	say,	“This	is	a	football
field.”	He’d	walk	around,	describing	the	dimensions,	the	shape,	the	rules,
and	how	the	game	was	played.

This	is	the	Internet
The	message	from	the	two-time	Super	Bowl-winning	coach	was	simple:	to
truly	be	effective	at	anything,	one	can	never	forget	the	basics.	This	simple
demonstration	stripped	away	the	complexities	of	the	game	and	reduced	it
to	its	essence.	In	doing	this,	Mr.	Lombardi	refocused	his	team’s	attention
on	what	was	truly	important	about	succeeding	at	the	game	of	football.
Taking	a	cue	from	Vince	Lombardi,	I’d	like	to	conduct	a	similar	exercise
for	you:	Turn	on	a	Web-enabled	device	(PC,	laptop,	tablet,	mobile	phone,
etc.),	open	the	Web	browser	of	your	choice	(Safari,	Chrome,	Firefox,
Internet	Explorer,	etc.),	type	in	the	address	of	your	favorite	Web	site,	and
behold—this	is	the	Internet.	The	Internet	is	a	series	of	interconnected
computers,	called	servers,	that	enables	companies,	brands,	organizations,



governments,	religious	groups,	and	individuals	to	share	information	on	a
worldwide	scale	in	real	time.	The	World	Wide	Web,	or	Web,	for	short,	is
actually	only	a	portion	of	the	Internet,	which	also	includes	all	aspects	of
computer-to-computer	communication	like	email,	messaging,	and	file
serving,	just	to	name	a	few.
When	an	Internet	user	types	the	address	of	a	Web	site	into	his	or	her	Web
browser,	the	device	transmits	a	signal	to	a	server,	and	the	server	responds
by	sending	bits	of	information	back	to	the	computer.	This	information
includes	images,	raw	content,	and	instructions	for	the	computer	to
reassemble	the	layout,	called	markup	(the	M	in	HTML).	The	computer
then	takes	that	information	and	configures	the	files	based	on	two	things:
the	markup	and	styles	that	came	from	the	designer/developer,	and	the
preferences	and	limitations	of	the	Web	browser	and	device	itself.	When	a
device	reassembles	a	Web	page	that	it	has	received	from	a	server,	the
following	factors	influence	exactly	how	that	page	appears	on	the	screen.

CONNECTION	SPEED
The	connection	speed	is	the	speed	with	which	a	computer	or	device	can
connect	to	the	Internet	and	download	the	assets	required	to	build	a	page.
This	has	been	an	on-again,	off-again	issue	through	the	years.	The	first
computers	to	connect	to	the	Internet	did	so	with	modems	that	used	phone



lines,	which	were	very	slow,	causing	the	need	for	“light-weight”	pages—
pages	created	mostly	of	text	and	color,	with	few	images.	Then	came	DSL
and	cable	modems,	making	high-speed	Internet	possible,	and	Web	page
design	evolved	to	include	large	amounts	of	imagery.	Enter	the	cell	phone,
and	people	began	browsing	the	Web	with	slower	connection	speeds,	until
Wi-Fi	and	high-speed	mobile	connections	evolved.	While	the	connection
speed	of	a	user	browsing	a	site	won’t	have	a	direct	effect	on	how	a	site
looks,	it	will	definitely	have	an	effect	on	the	person’s	experience	of	the
site.

SCREEN	RESOLUTION
Not	to	be	confused	with	the	screen	size	in	inches,	resolution	is	the
dimensions	in	pixels	measured	horizontally	and	vertically	on	a	screen.
Most	desktop	monitors	range	from	800	pixels	wide	by	600	pixels	high	to
1024	pixels	wide	by	768	pixels	high.	Tablets	have	similar	resolutions,
while	mobile	devices	can	be	as	little	as	320	pixels	wide.	Because	of	this
dilemma	of	differing	screen	resolutions,	designers	and	developers	created
the	idea	of	responsive	design.	Discussed	further	in	chapter	3,	responsive
design	displays	different	layouts	for	a	single	Web	page	in	response	to	the
screen	resolution,	making	it	possible	to	maximize	legibility	and	usability
regardless	of	the	size	of	the	screen	the	content	is	displayed	on.



OPERATING	SYSTEM
The	type	of	device	and	version	of	the	operating	system	(OS)	the	audience
is	using	to	browse	a	site	can	have	an	effect	on	how	a	site	is	seen.	The
number	of	operating	systems	has	increased	over	recent	years.	Instead	of
focusing	on	Macintosh	versus	Microsoft	Windows,	designers	and
developers	now	have	mobile	platforms	to	contend	with—iOS	(Apple),
Windows	Mobile,	Android	(Google)	and	to	some	extent	Blackberry.	A
primary	difference	between	operating	systems	is	how	typography	is
handled,	including	the	fonts	that	are	available	natively	and	how	smoothly
the	fonts	are	rendered.	Chapter	6	takes	an	in-depth	look	at	typography.

WEB	BROWSER



The	primary	Web	browsers	used	today	are	Safari,	Chrome,	Firefox,	and
Internet	Explorer,	both	desktop	and	mobile	versions.	A	Web	browser	is	an
application	whose	function	is	to	receive	layout	and	styling	information
from	a	host	and	display	that	information	on	screen.	Because	these	are
different	applications	developed	by	different	companies,	they	all	interpret
this	information	slightly	differently.	Added	to	this,	the	language	that
makes	up	Web	styling—cascading	style	sheets,	or	CSS—is	always
evolving;	therefore,	Web	browsers	are	constantly	updating	to	keep	up
with	the	latest	styling	attributes.

Designing	for	the	Web
To	complicate	matters,	beyond	these	inherent	system-based	influences,
individual	user	preferences	also	can	affect	the	way	a	site	looks.	In	this
image	we	see	the	“Content”	preferences	in	the	Firefox	Web	browser.
These	controls	allow	a	savvy	Web	user	to	change	the	fonts,	the	minimum
size	for	type	(this	is	an	accessibility	feature	for	users	with	impaired
vision),	the	colors	used	for	links,	and	even	whether	links	are	underlined.
In	some	cases,	these	user	preferences	can	even	override	the	design
decisions	a	designer	has	made	for	a	page.
It	is	this	aspect	of	disassembling	a	design	and	allowing	the	user	to
reassemble	it	under	a	varying	set	of	circumstances	that	makes	Web	design
a	unique	and	challenging	form	of	design.	These	unique	factors	create
added	limitation	considerations,	and	new	possibilities,	for	the	designer.
Dealing	with	these	factors	and	the	potential	issues	they	can	cause	in	the
clear	communication	of	a	message	or	a	brand	image	requires	a	specific
process.



This	screenshot	of	the	preferences	panel	in	Firefox	shows	how	users	can
change	how	specific	characteristics	of	Web	design	appear	on	their	screen.
Limiting	subjective	decisions	and	being	creative	within	those	limitations	is
the	essence	of	what	all	designers	do.
The	influence	of	the	Web	browser	on	Web	design	can	be	seen	clearly	in
the	following	timeline.	As	the	browser	evolved,	so	did	the	sophistication
of	the	design	treatments	for	Web	pages.	Also	evident	on	the	following
timeline	is	the	uniquely	Web	idea	of	“publish,	then	polish.”	For	many
Web-based	organizations,	like	the	ones	in	the	timeline,	getting	something
online	is	more	important	than	getting	the	perfect	thing	online.	This	can	be
very	counterintuitive	for	print	designers,	who	are	used	to	meticulous
perfection	prior	to	any	public	consumption.



Most	organizations	have	Web	standards	like	this	one	for	Yale.	They	spell
out	the	dos	and	don’ts	of	everything	from	typography	and	color	to	image
use	and	grid	structure.	These	rules	help	define	the	creative	decisions
made	by	a	Web	designer	and	ensure	brand	consistency.

A	Brief	History	of	Web	Design
Web	1.0	(1993	–	2002)



1993

Mosaic,	the	first	consumer	Web-browsing	application,	is	released

1994

Yahoo.com	launches
Image	of	Microsoft.com	from	1994
WC3	is	formed	to	standardize	HTML
Netscape	Navigator	Web	browser	is	released

1995

http://Yahoo.com
http://Microsoft.com


Amazon.com	launches
NYTimes.com	launches
CraigsList.org	launches
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	versions	1	(August)	and	2
(November)

1996

CompuServe	changes	its	name	to	Lycos.com
Cascading	style	sheets	(CSS)	introduced
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	version	4

1997

http://NYTimes.com
http://CraigsList.org
http://Lycos.com


DrudgeReport.com	launches
Image	of	Apple.com	from	1997
Ebay.com	launches
Netscape	Communicator	replaces	Netscape	Navigator

1998

http://DrudgeReport.com
http://Apple.com
http://Ebay.com


Google.com,	founded	by	Larry	Page	and	Sergey	Brin,	launches

1999

Napster.com,	a	peer-to-peer	file	sharing	Web	site,	launches
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	version	5,	which	allowed	users	to
save	Web	pages	for	the	first	time

2000

Craigslist.org	expands	beyond	San	Francisco	(originally	launched	in	1995)
Google	Adwords	launches
Netscape	version	6	is	released

http://Google.com
http://Napster.com


2001

Wikipedia.org	launches
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	version	6,	which	included	support	for
CSS

2002

Friendster.com	launches
Netscape	version	7	is	released

A	Brief	History	of	Web	Design

http://Wikipedia.org
http://Friendster.com


Web	2.0	(2003	–	present)

2003

MySpace.com	launches
WordPress	blogging	software	is	introduced.
Apple	releases	the	Safari	Web	browser

2004

Facebook.com	launches
Flickr.com	launches
Mozilla	Firefox	Web	browser	is	released,	which	utilizes	the	Gecko	layout
engine	to	display	Web	pages

2005

http://MySpace.com
http://Facebook.com
http://Flickr.com


YouTube.com	launches

2006

Twitter.com	launches
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	version	7,	which	introduced	tabbed
browsing	and	a	content	feed	reader
Mozilla	Firefox	version	2	is	released	with	tabbed	browsing

2007

http://YouTube.com
http://Twitter.com


Apple	introduces	the	iPhone	and	mobile	apps
Netscape	Navigator	version	9	is	released

2008

Candidate	Web	sites	and	social	media	play	a	pivotal	role	in	the	U.S.
elections
Mozilla	Firefox	version	3	is	released

2009

Microsoft	launches	Bing.com	to	compete	with	Google
Microsoft	releases	Internet	Explorer	version	8	with	improved	support	for
Ajax,	CSS,	and	RSS

http://Bing.com


2010

Twitter.com	is	used	to	organize	and	mobilize	relief	efforts	in	Haiti
following	the	devastating	earthquake.
Mozilla	Firefox	version	3.6	is	released

2011

Pinterest.com	launches

2012

http://Pinterest.com


Vine.com	launches

Above	the	Fold	focuses	on	the	three	phases	of	a	Web	project—planning,
designing,	and	optimizing—with	each	phase	aligning	with	the
constituents	of	a	Web	site:	the	user,	the	designer,	and	the	client.

http://Vine.com


Plan
The	first	section	of	Above	the	Fold	explores	the	steps	that	are	required	to
plan	out	a	Web	site.	Planning	is	not	unique	to	Web	design,	of	course,	but
there	are	some	unique	considerations	a	Web	designer	must	be	aware	of	in
order	to	avoid	common	pitfalls.	Even	the	simplest	of	Web	sites	can	be
defined	as	an	application	with	a	unique	set	of	utilities	that	need	to	be
manipulated	by	the	user.	Identifying	the	requirements	of	this	application,
including	the	goals	of	the	client,	is	a	great	first	step	for	any	Web	project.
The	resulting	requirements	document	can	be	referred	to	throughout	the
entire	project	to	create	success	factors	to	be	used	to	evaluate	the	project	in
the	end.
Another	benefit	of	this	planning	stage	is	that	it	helps	designers	break	up
large	tasks	into	manageable	smaller	tasks.	Mapping	out	the	relationships
between	large	amounts	of	complex	information	or	detailing	the	flow	of	a
particular	user	task	are	examples	of	things	that	should	be	addressed	prior
to	beginning	the	design	phase	in	order	to	make	sure	they’re	getting	the
attention	they	require.
In	addition	to	having	a	plan,	Web	designers	need	to	have	a	contingency
plan—a	backup	plan	that	allows	for	user	variables.



The	collection	of	these	plans	is	called	User	Experience	Design,	or	UX.
Designing	the	experience	that’s	right	for	the	target	customer	(in	addition
to	what	we	traditionally	think	of	as	graphic	design—styling,	typography,
and	imagery)	is	critical	to	being	a	successful	Web	designer.	It’s	the	criteria
by	which	each	of	the	samples	shown	in	this	book	has	been	judged.	They
go	beyond	looking	good:	they	look	good,	they	work	well,	and	in	many
cases	they	add	an	element	of	delight	to	the	experience.	It’s	also	the
criteria	that	the	Web-browsing	population	uses	to	determine	how
successful	a	Web	site	will	be.
Take	twitter.com,	for	example.	It’s	unlikely	to	win	a	traditional	design
award,	yet	it’s	undeniably	and	profoundly	popular.	Twitter’s	popularity	is
largely	due	to	two	main	things:	It’s	a	simple	idea—telling	your	friends
what	you’re	up	to—executed	simply,	with	an	emphasis	on	user
interaction.	It	is	a	utility	that	lets	users	have	enough	control	over	the
experience	to	make	them	feel	as	if	they’re	expressing	themselves,	but	not
so	much	control	that	the	experience	becomes	overwhelming	or
intimidating.	This	is	all	a	direct	result	of	excellent	planning	and	user
experience	design.

Design



The	second	section	of	Above	the	Fold	looks	at	the	specific	attributes	of
Web	design	and	layout.	To	explore	the	subject	of	design	for	any	medium,
it’s	important	to	define	the	term	design.	At	its	most	basic,	design	is	a	plan.
Things	that	are	said	to	have	happened	“by	design”	are	said	to	have
happened	not	by	accident.
A	finished	design	is	simply	the	result	of	a	series	of	decisions	made	by	a
designer	to	uphold	a	specific	brand	image	and	communicate	a	message.
Each	decision	a	designer	makes	leaves	him	or	her	open	for	subjective
criticism,	and	therefore,	many	designers	find	it	helpful	if	their	decision	set
is	limited	in	some	way—by	brand	guidelines,	client	requests,	or	self-
imposed	limits.	Limiting	subjective	decisions	and	being	creative	within
those	limitations	is	the	essence	of	what	all	designers	do.
The	Web	as	a	design	medium	comes	with	several	built-in	design	decision
limitations—from	color	accuracy	to	typographic	control	to	page	size.
Successful	Web	designers	embrace	these	limitations	and	find	ways	to	be
creative	within	them,	instead	of	trying	to	circumvent	them.	Section	II	of
Above	the	Fold	explores	the	aspects	of	graphic	design	(space	use,
typography,	imagery)	in	the	context	of	the	limitations	and	opportunities
that	Web	design	offers.
Design	is	about	having	a	plan.	Web	design	is	about	having	a	backup	plan.

Optimize



The	final	step	in	the	Web	design	process,	as	well	as	the	last	section	of
Above	the	Fold,	is	the	analysis	phase.	Analysis	can	begin	with	the	product
itself—the	Web	site	that	was	created	in	the	design	phase.	This	testing,	or
beta,	stage	can	help	uncover	issues	with	the	digital	product	prior	to
launching	the	site	to	the	public.
Once	the	site	is	launched,	how	will	your	users	find	it?	Section	III	looks	at
two	ways	of	attracting	visitors:	search	engine	optimization	(SEO)	and
Web	marketing.	SEO	is	not	a	sexy	topic.	It	involves	research,	copywriting,
and	networking.	But	it	is	paramount	to	the	success	of	a	site.	Marketing	is
very	sexy—social,	viral,	guerrilla.	It	is	these	concepts	of	SEO	and
marketing	that	bring	users	to	a	site	and	ultimately	lead	to	its	business
success.
Finally,	Web	design	offers	an	unprecedented	opportunity	to	analyze	and
adjust	a	design	based	on	detailed,	real-time	information.	Improvements	to
the	design	or	usability	of	a	site	can	be	done	on	the	fly	with	no	limits	to	the
number	of	changes	that	can	be	made.	Analytic	software,	such	as	Google
Analytics,	provides	countless	pieces	of	data	that	help	a	designer
understand	the	habits	of	the	users	of	a	site.
Each	of	the	topics	in	Above	the	Fold,	from	planning	and	design	to
marketing	and	analysis,	can	be	researched	in	much	greater	depth	than
what	is	presented	here.	It	is	also	equally	important	to	take	in	the	breadth
of	these	principles.	They	are	interconnected;	too	great	a	focus	on	one	area
over	another	will	result	in	a	less	than	successful	product.	Planning,
designing,	analyzing,	and	back	again	to	planning	is	the	complete	and
necessary	cycle	for	successful	and	long-lasting	Web	strategies.



Section	I
PLAN
1.	Web	Site	Planning
2.	Elements	of	Usability
3.	Space,	Grids	&	Responsive	Design

Illustration	by	Bryan	Hamilton



CHAPTER	1
WEB	SITE	PLANNING
User-focused	design,	or	design	that	puts	the	user	ahead	of	stylistic	design
treatments	or	gratuitous	use	of	technology,	must	start	with	a	plan.	The
objective	of	this	plan	is	to	align	the	client’s	business	goals	with	the	needs
and	desires	of	the	target	user	group.	A	plan	can	also	help	map	out	a	“big
picture”	view	of	the	project,	giving	all	members	of	the	team	perspective,
clarity,	and	a	common	goal.	An	effective	plan	helps	remove	subjectivity
from	the	creative	process	and	gives	a	framework	for	decision-making.

Project	Planning
Creating	a	Web	site	project	plan	is	a	multi-part,	multi-disciplinary	process.
The	phases	of	this	process	can	include	research	and	discovery,	content
inventory,	site	mapping,	wireframing,	usability	mapping,	prototyping,	and
design	concepting,	all	of	which	are	discussed	in	this	chapter.	Depending
on	the	size	of	the	project,	this	phase	can	take	a	week	to	several	months	to
establish	the	documents	needed	to	effectively	move	forward	with	the
design	phase.
There	are	many	benefits	to	developing	an	effective	site	plan.	The	client
should	reap	long-term	benefits,	from	a	reduction	in	the	development	cost
normally	associated	with	inflexible	or	flawed	systems,	to	decreased



training	costs.	These	benefits	help	clients	make	the	most	of	their	Web	site
and	achieve	the	highest	return	on	their	investment	(ROI).
Plans	also	help	the	design	team	define	the	parameters	of	a	project	for
estimating	purposes.	Once	a	plan	is	in	place,	the	designer	or	project	team
should	have	a	clear	picture	of	the	scope	of	work	(SOW)	for	the	project.
The	team	can	then	estimate	and	assign	time	to	each	task	or	phase	of	the
project.	If	along	the	way	the	client	has	revisions	or	changes	direction,	the
designer	or	project	team	can	refer	back	to	the	approved	plan	and
determine	whether	the	project	needs	to	be	re-estimated	or	if	the
alterations	are	within	the	original	scope	of	work.
Ultimately,	however,	site	planning	should	be	about	the	user.	The	goal	of	a
well-conceived	site	plan	is	to	increase	a	user’s	satisfaction	with	a	site	by
organizing	information	and	optimizing	the	critical	tasks	on	the	site.	The
measure	of	the	ease	of	use	for	a	site	is	called	usability	and	is	discussed	in
the	next	chapter.	What	follows	are	the	basic	steps	involved	in	the	Web	site
planning	stage.

Research	&	Discovery
The	process	of	developing	a	plan	usually	starts	with	research	into	the
client’s	goals	for	the	site	and	an	analysis	of	the	landscape	in	which	a	site
will	exist.	A	briefing	meeting	is	an	interview	with	the	client	to	better
understand	the	purpose	behind	the	project.	This	can	be	conducted	by	a
designer	or	an	account	executive	(also	called	a	client	manager),	whose	job
is	to	manage	the	client	relationship.	A	SWOT	(strengths,	weaknesses,
opportunities,	and	threats)	analysis	can	be	very	helpful	in	pinpointing	the
internal	and	external	factors	that	will	influence	the	project.	A	SWOT



analysis	categorizes	the	internal	and	external,	positive	and	negative
factors	that	can	influence	the	effectiveness	of	a	site.
To	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	landscape,	it’s	often	necessary	to
conduct	a	competitive	analysis	and	customer	interviews.	A	competitive
analysis	results	in	noting	what	the	competition	does	well	as	well	as	where
they	fall	short.	This	can	help	identify	gaps	in	the	market	that	the	client
can	take	advantage	of.	Customer	interviews	are	helpful	for	identifying	the
current	perception	of	the	client	organization	or	the	general	feeling	of	the
current	market.
The	result	of	a	client	briefing	and	customer	interviews	is	a	project	or
creative	brief.	A	creative	brief	outlines	the	goals	for	a	project,	the	special
considerations	the	team	must	take	in	order	to	complete	the	project
effectively,	as	well	as	a	schedule	of	milestone	events.	A	brief	is	usually
reviewed	by	the	team	and	the	client	and	signed	off,	forming	the
directional	foundation	for	the	project.



This	is	an	example	of	a	SWOT	analysis.	The	process	of	developing	a
SWOT	chart	can	help	uncover	key	pieces	of	information	that	help	shape
the	usability	and	concept	of	a	Web	site.	Strengths	and	weaknesses	are
internal	factors,	while	opportunities	and	threats	are	external	factors	that	a
client	has	little	control	over.
A	SWOT	analysis	categorizes	the	internal	and	external,	positive	and
negative	factors	that	can	influence	the	effectiveness	of	a	site.

Requirements	Documentation



A	great	way	to	organize	the	client’s	needs	and	create	a	list	of	success
factors	is	with	a	requirements	document.	A	requirements	document	is
usually	a	spreadsheet	that	contains	a	list	of	non-subjective	“must-haves”
for	each	page	or	section	of	a	site	as	well	as	global	must-haves	for	the
whole	site.	An	example	of	a	requirement	is	“the	site	shall	have	commerce
functionality,”	or	“the	main	navigation	shall	include	a	link	to	the	shopping
cart	feature.”	These	requirements	help	set	a	framework	for	the	rest	of	the
planning	stage	and	they	can	be	referred	to	throughout	the	project	to
ensure	the	success	of	the	project.



This	creative	brief	template	helps	clients	synthesize	the	goals	of	a	project
in	a	way	that	can	help	remove	a	lot	of	the	subjectivity	that	comes	with
creative	projects.



A	Gantt	chart	shows	the	timing	of	the	tasks	involved	in	a	project	in
relationship	to	one	another,	helping	the	team	see	the	big	picture.

Asset	Inventory
A	Web	site	design	project	can	often	be	overwhelming	at	the	beginning.
There	are	many	considerations	to	be	made	and	items	to	be	collected
before	designing	can	begin.	Project	assets	like	client	logos,	copywriting,
imagery,	and	code	libraries	must	all	be	identified	and	located.	This
process	begins	with	an	inventory	of	all	the	assets	needed	for	a	project—in
other	words,	what	are	the	elements	of	a	site	that	the	team	will	need	to
complete	the	project?	This	information	can	be	collected	in	a	spreadsheet,
drawn	out	on	a	whiteboard,	or	sorted	on	index	cards—whatever	will
produce	the	most	comprehensive	results.	This	process	can	be	done	by	the
creative	team	in	parallel	with	the	execution	of	other	phases	by	the
information	architecture	and	user	experience	teams.
Web	design	projects	can	be	overwhelming	at	the	start.	Checklists,	like	the
one	seen	here,	help	a	designer	run	down	the	list	of	requirements	for	a
project	and	reminds	him	or	her	of	the	critical	needs.



Content	Checklist
Copy

Who	will	provide	copy?
Is	there	a	budget	for	a	copywriter?
What	are	the	copy	mandatories?
What’s	the	correct	tone	for	the	audience	and	brand?

Imagery	&	Artwork

Is	there	existing	imagery?
If	yes,	what	format	and	resolution	is	it?
Is	there	a	budget	for	a	photo	shoot?
Is	there	a	stock	photo	budget?
Are	any	custom	illustrations	needed?

Code

What	code	can	be	reused,	if	any?
Does	this	require	custom	programming	or	an	off-the-shelf	solution?
Will	there	be	a	content	management	system	(CMS)?
Who	will	manage	the	content?

File	Organization	&	Naming
A	designer’s	ability	to	organize	his	or	her	working	and	production	files	is
always	important,	but	with	Web	design	it’s	critical.	This	is	because	the
files	that	a	designer	uses	to	create	a	site	are	the	same	files	that	a	user	will
download	and	view	on	his	or	her	computer.	Factors	such	as	file	name,	file
type,	file	size,	and	directory	organization	are	all	significantly	more



important	than	with	print	design.	HTML	files	reference	other	files	with
relative	paths,	which	means	they	find	other	files	based	on	their	own
location.	Therefore,	files	need	to	be	organized	in	clearly	labeled
directories,	as	seen	in	the	diagram	to	the	right.

Properly	naming	files	can	help	improve	workflow	and,	more	importantly,
ensure	the	files	will	be	handled	properly	by	the	Web	server.	Rule	number
one	is	never	use	spaces	in	file	names.	While	Mac	and	Windows	systems
can	handle	spaces	with	no	issue,	servers	running	UNIX	can	have	difficulty
with	spaces.
Clear	file	names	help	the	programmer	understand	the	content	of	the	file
and	they	help	organize	the	directories	for	a	Web	site.	The	example	file
names	seen	here	are	all	buttons,	thus	they	start	with	“btn_”	and	because
of	this	they	group	together	alphabetically.	Note	that	they’re	all	lowercase
as	well.	This	is	for	consistency	and	because	some	languages	like	XML	and
XHTML	are	case	sensitive,	so	to	be	safe	designers	should	stick	with	an	all-
lowercase	convention.



“Logically”	can	mean	a	number	of	things:	Logically	from	a	business	point
of	view;	or	logically	from	a	user’s	point	of	view.

Taxonomy	and	Grouping
Once	the	objectives	have	been	set	and	all	of	the	things	the	client	would
like	to	say	and	do	with	the	site	have	been	established,	you	can	begin
organizing	and	mapping	out	the	content.	Start	by	listing	all	the	content.
Then	begin	grouping	the	content	logically.	“Logically”	can	mean	a	number
of	things—logically	from	a	business	point	of	view	or	how	the	client	sees
things	being	grouped,	or	logically	from	a	user’s	point	of	view	or	how	the
information	will	be	consumed.
Some	Information	Architects	(IAs)	conduct	this	exercise	with	software	like
OmniGraffle,	or	the	old-fashioned	way,	with	index	cards.	How	you	decide
to	do	this	is	up	to	you,	but	the	ultimate	solution	should	be	something	that
makes	sense	for	the	user	and	the	client.
One	rule	of	thumb	is	to	limit	the	number	of	choices	a	user	sees	at	any
given	point	to	seven	items.	Physiologically,	humans	cannot	perceive	more
than	seven	items	at	one	time	without	creating	sub-groups.	So	to	not
overwhelm	the	user,	a	typical	primary	navigation	will	not	have	more	than
seven	items,	often	fewer.



Hierarchy	of	information	can	begin	to	unfold	with	the	selections	for	the
primary	and	secondary	navigations.	The	primary	navigation	should	be	just
that,	the	primary	activities	that	a	user	will	want	to	conduct	on	the	site.
The	secondary	navigation,	which	often	has	less	visual	importance,	is	for
supporting	content.
On	a	side	note,	I	can’t	tell	you	how	many	times	I	have	clients	request	that
“About	Us”	appear	in	the	main	navigation.	One	of	the	hardest	jobs	of	an
information	architect	is	getting	clients	to	understand	the	point	of	view	of
the	user.	“I’m	sorry	to	say	it,	Mr.	Client,	but	users	don’t	care	about	you.”
Or	at	least,	it’s	not	their	primary	concern.	“Yes,	it’s	nice	to	hear	how	you
worked	for	years	to	develop	your	product	or	service	and	how	you	started
in	your	basement,	but	that	is	not	why	people	are	visiting	your	site...“

Information	Architecture
In	order	to	understand	what	information	architecture	(also	known	as	IA)
is,	it’s	important	to	unlearn	what	most	designers	think	IA	is.	It	is	a	mistake
to	think	of	IA	as	simply	a	means	of	sketching	a	design—boxes	and	shapes
that	represent	the	“underpainting”	of	a	layout.	While	this	may	be	useful	to
some	designers	and	may	also	be	how	IA	got	its	start,	it’s	only	a	sliver	of
the	IA	field,	which	extends	well	beyond	simple	design	planning.
In	the	infancy	of	the	Internet,	Web	sites	were	predominantly	“information
spaces”—news	sites,	medical	sites,	marketing	brochure	sites,	etc.
Therefore,	there	was	a	need	to	“architect”	these	spaces,	which	meant
designing	effective	ways	to	a)	organize	the	content,	and	b)	navigate
through	it	so	users	could	easily	find	what	they	were	looking	for.	If	you
look	at	the	deliverables	an	information	architect	(also	known	as	an	IA)
created,	that	becomes	clear,	below.



Site	maps:	An	illustration	or	map	of	the	pages	of	a	site	and	their
relationship	to	one	another

Taxonomies:	The	classification	of	content	into	a	hierarchical	structure

Labeling	systems:	The	process	of	naming	buttons	and	links	to	make	it
clear	what	content	they	will	reveal

Wireframes:	A	means	of	organizing	the	content	of	an	individual	page	as
well	as	illustrating	any	technical	requirements	needed
These	tools	illustrate	the	navigation	structure	and	provide	context	as	well
as	the	details	of	the	various	information	components	shared	across	the
different	pages/screens	of	the	site.
When	websites	became	more	transactional,	IAs	started	to	become	more
like	interaction	designers,	thinking	in	terms	of	discrete	user	tasks,
mapping	out	user	flows,	designing—from	a	functional	point	of	view—the
individual	components	that	would	allow	users	to	complete	tasks,	and	all
the	nitty-gritty	that	went	into	each	component.	At	this	point,	IAs	shifted
their	attention	away	from	the	client	and/or	the	designer	and	focused	it
squarely	on	the	user.	User	scenarios	became	a	standard	IA	deliverable,
showing	the	paths	to	desired	user	outcomes	and	(usually)	business
outcomes,	too.

Sitemap



The	information	architecture	phase	of	a	Web	site	project	starts	with	the
development	of	a	comprehensive	sitemap.	A	sitemap	is	a	schematic	for	a
site	showing	the	pages	and	the	linked	relationships	among	them.
Traditionally,	pages	are	represented	by	outlined	boxes,	and	links	are
represented	by	lines	connecting	the	boxes.	This	document	gives	a	design
team	an	overview	of	the	site	and	allows	designers	to	understand	the
breadth	of	the	navigational	needs	and	the	full	scope	of	the	project:	What
pages	are	most	important?	What	pages	need	to	be	reached	from	every
page?	Is	there	a	target	page	that	the	client	wants	to	lead	people	to?	All	of
these	questions	can	be	answered	by	examining	a	sitemap.

A	sitemap,	like	the	one	shown	here	for	GolfersMD.com,	shows	the	pages
of	a	site	and	their	relationship	to	one	another.	Pages	are	laid	out	and
grouped	by	the	information	architect,	showing	various	pathways	and
connections	that	a	design	team	uses	when	laying	out	the	navigation	and
sub-navigation.	In	this	case,	the	items	in	the	main	navigation	are	shaded
in	blue,	pages	that	require	the	user	to	log	in	are	shaded	in	gray,	and	pop-
up	windows	are	slanted	boxes.

http://GolfersMD.com


This	sitemap	illustrates	that	even	a	very	large	and	seemingly	unwieldy	site
becomes	more	manageable	when	neatly	organized	by	an	information
architect.



Wireframe
Wireframes	are	blueprints	that	map	out	individual	pages	of	a	site.	They
show	the	elements	of	a	page	and	their	relative	weight	or	importance.
Wireframes	are	blueprints	that	map	out	individual	pages.	The	wireframe
shows	the	elements	of	a	page	and	their	relative	weight	or	importance.
They	are	not	intended	to	illustrate	the	layout	of	the	page;	instead,	they
visually	catalog	the	elements	on	a	page	and	give	a	designer	an	idea	of
what	the	most	important	elements	are,	what	the	second	most	important
elements	are,	and	so	on.	They	can	also	detail	specific	functionality	for	a
page;	illustrate	different	states	for	elements	on	the	page	or	the	entire
page,	like	drop-down	menus	or	expanding	areas;	or	demonstrate	how
modular	areas	might	work	together.
Wireframes	can	be	made	for	any	page	of	the	site	that	requires	this	type	of
detail,	like	the	home	page,	subpage	templates,	registration	forms,	search
results,	and	so	on.	This	step	helps	a	designer	focus	on	style	rather	than	a
dual	task	of	form	and	function	during	the	layout	phase.



































The	wireframes	seen	here	are	what	user	experience	experts	and



information	architects	use	to	organize	a	page	for	a	design	team.
Wireframes	are	the	bones	that	a	designer	uses	to	flesh	out	by	adding
brand	elements	and	aesthetic	treatments.

Usability	Diagrams
Usability	diagrams	(also	known	as	user-flow	diagrams	or	use	cases)
combine	a	sitemap	and	a	wireframe	to	plan	out	a	specific	action	a	user
might	take	on	a	site,	and	the	process	of	how	it	occurs.	Each	step	of	a
process	is	illustrated	especially	for	tasks	that	have	multiple	outcomes,	like
error	and	success	messages.	For	example,	to	show	how	someone	might
register	as	a	user	on	a	site,	a	usability	diagram	would	show	a	home	page,
a	registration	page	that’s	linked	from	the	home	page,	an	error	page
showing	that	the	user	didn’t	complete	all	the	required	fields,	a	“thank
you”	page	showing	the	registration	was	complete,	and	a	confirmation
email	wireframe.	User-flow	diagrams	show	every	step	of	the	process	and
can	help	uncover	potential	issues.	The	process	of	creating	a	use	case	can
be	as	valuable	as	the	resulting	diagram.	The	exercise	of	acting	as	a	user
and	imagining	interaction	with	the	site	is	a	critical	preparation	step	in
designing	for	the	Web.



The	usability	diagram	seen	here	goes	a	step	beyond	a	sitemap	and
illustrates	the	path	a	user	might	take	through	a	site.	The	diagram	can
include	not	only	on-site	pages,	but	emails	and	even	off-site	actions	like
going	to	a	retail	store	or	calling	an	800	number.	These	help	the	Web
project	team	lead	the	user	to	the	intended	goal	of	the	client	in	the	most
effective	way.
On-Boarding	Flow



Prototypes
Once	the	wireframing	is	complete	and	critical	tasks	are	mapped	out,	it’s
sometimes	necessary	to	create	functional	prototypes	for	new	or
complicated	functionality.	Prototypes	are	working	models	of	site	features
or	functionality	that	help	a	developer	and	a	designer	work	out	the	final
details	and	provide	proof	of	concept.	These	working	models,	which	are
usually	void	of	any	design	treatment,	provide	valuable	opportunities	for
evaluation	and	refinement	that	can’t	be	done	with	diagrams	alone.	Once	a
prototype	is	functional,	it’s	ready	to	be	“skinned”	by	the	designer.
Skinning	is	a	term	used	by	designers	that	means	to	add	a	design
treatment	on	top	of	a	working	model.
Prototypes	are	working	models	of	site	functionality	that	help	a	developer
work	out	the	final	details	and	provide	proof	of	concept.



Prototypes,	like	the	ones	seen	here,	are	created	by	the	development	team
to	flesh	out	specific	technological	challenges	and	to	create	a	proof	of
concept	that	an	idea	can	actually	be	executed.

Functionality	development	can	take	a	lot	of	trial	and	error	before	it’s
ready	for	deployment.	This	back-and-forth	process	can	often	yield
valuable	testing	data	that	can	help	both	the	design	and	usability	teams.



Concept	Design:	Mood	Boards
The	beginning	creative	stages	of	a	Web	design	project	are	not	unlike	other
creative	projects.	They	involve	understanding	the	goals	of	the	client,
understanding	the	audience,	and	creating	a	vision	for	how	those	two	ideas
can	meet—and	of	course,	how	the	designer	can	express	creativity	and
originality	in	the	process.
One	way	that	designers	begin	the	creative	process	is	to	gather	and	collect
visual	samples	that	relate	to	the	visual	feel	or	brand	image	for	a	specific
project.	These	visual	samples,	or	swipe,	can	come	from	anywhere—sites
like	Pinterest.com	are	a	great	place	to	start,	but	designers	also	pull	from
physical	magazines	and	catalogs,	Google	image	searches,	and	by	taking
their	own	photography.	The	swipe	collected	for	a	mood	board	can
include:
Imagery:	Finding	the	right	imagery	style	for	a	project	can	help	the
designer	understand	the	creative	direction.
Iconography:	Iconography	styles	vary	widely.	A	mood	board	should
present	a	single,	consistent	style.
Color:	Having	a	color	theme	for	a	project	is	important	for	providing	visual
unity	and	setting	a	tone	or	mood.
Texture:	Often	overlooked,	texture	can	bring	a	concept	to	life	and	add	a
richness	that	sets	a	design	apart.
Typography:	Type	plays	a	critical	role	in	any	design	and	should	therefore
be	carefully	considered	in	relation	to	the	other	design	elements.



Seen	above	is	a	Pinterest.com	board	of	type,	imagery,	illustration,	which
will	serve	as	inspiration	for	a	design	project.	Pinterest	is	a	great	way	to
quickly	collect	and	organize	elements	of	a	mood	board.







The	mood	boards	seen	here	were	created	by	the	Wonderfactory	to	help
their	client	get	a	feel	for	the	visual	mood	of	a	site	prior	to	seeing	the
finished	design,	also	shown	here.
To	create	an	effective	mood	board,	designers	start	by	grabbing	as	many
appealing	samples	of	these	elements	as	they	can	find,	collecting	them	in



cohesive	groups.	Telling	a	story	is	a	big	part	of	this	exercise,	but	simply
grouping	elements	based	on	the	story	they	tell	isn’t	enough;	there	must	be
visual	unity.	Once	you	have	a	visual	story	with	several	images,	colors,
texture,	and	typography,	codify	them	onto	what	is	known	as	a	mood
board.
Mood	boards	help	you	and	the	client	understand	the	overall	look	of	a	site
without	getting	bogged	down	with	the	details	of	navigation	or	other
details	of	a	Web	site.	The	loose	feel	lets	clients	use	their	imagination—
with	a	little	help	from	you,	of	course.	Most	of	all,	a	mood	board	is	meant
to	garner	an	emotional	response	from	the	client—“I	love	it!”	In	addition	to
helping	your	client	understand	your	vision	for	a	site,	a	mood	board	can
also	help	you	brief	your	team	and	focus	their	energy	in	a	particular
creative	direction.	In	either	case—briefing	or	presenting—the	purpose	of	a
mood	board	is	to	be	shown	early.	The	items	of	a	mood	board,	while
illustrative,	should	be	very	easy	to	change	if	the	client	hates	it.



The	style	tiles	seen	here	illustrate	the	visual	concept	for	a	Web	site	at	a
slightly	more	refined	level	than	the	mood	board.	Style	tiles	by
1.	Emily	Shields



2.	Arnulfo	Ramirez	Maldonado
3	and	4.	Erin	Good

Style	Tiles
After	presenting	and	gaining	approval	on	a	mood	board,	the	client	might
require	a	greater	level	of	detail	before	moving	forward	with	the	design.
For	this	Web	designers	create	what	is	known	as	style	tiles.	Style	tiles
provide	a	higher	level	of	detail	to	the	visual	story,	but	still	fall	short	of	an
actual	layout	of	a	Web	page.
As	the	name	implies,	style	tiles	go	beyond	simply	showing	an	array	of
elements;	they	depict	specific	styles	that	might	be	applied	to	the	design
elements.	For	example,	a	style	tile	might	show	a	stroke	or	shadowing
effect	around	photography,	how	dimension	might	be	used,	or	how	specific
type	treatments	like	headlines	or	body	copy	might	appear.
Information	architecture,	mood	boards,	and	style	tiles	are	all	means	of
building	the	experience	that	is	right	for	a	particular	target	user,	and	they
help	designers	avoid	falling	into	the	cookie-cutter	generic	design	style	that
is	seen	all	over	the	Web.	The	colors,	photos,	textures,	type,	etc.,	that	have
been	established	with	the	mood	boards	and	style	tiles	are	the	foundation
for	the	user’s	experience.

Metaphors
“The	way	we	think,	what	we	experience,	and	what	we	do	every	day	is
very	much	a	matter	of	metaphor.”



From	the	book	Metaphors	We	Live	By
By	George	Lakoff	and	Mark	Johnson
What	mood	boards	and	style	tiles	help	to	do	is	establish	a	metaphor	for	a
site.	A	metaphor	is	defined	as	“a	thing	regarded	as	representative	of
something	else.”	When	designing	and	interacting	with	Web	pages,	it’s	easy
to	forget	that	there	aren’t	actually	“buttons”	or	“tabs”	that	users	“press.”
Those	are	just	metaphors	from	the	real	world	of	dashboards,	calculators,
file	folders,	etc.,	that	have	developed	into	a	visual	explanation	of	a
clickable	item.
Metaphors	make	the	unfamiliar	familiar.	They	take	abstract	ideas,	like
linking	text	from	one	page	to	another,	and	make	them	tangible.	They	help
users	relate	to	the	content	and	the	design	of	a	site.	The	right	metaphor
can	help	reduce	the	need	for	instructional	copy	by	creating	a	setting	or
environment	that	is	familiar	to	the	audience.
Ultimately,	finding	the	right	experience	for	your	user	is	what	designers
strive	to	do.	Creating	mood	boards,	style	tiles,	and	developing	a	visual
metaphor	are	ways	in	which	designers	create	sites	that	unique	to	their
clients’	brands	and	right	for	the	desired	experience	of	the	target	user
audience.
The	next	chapter	explores	turning	these	metaphors	into	meaningful
experiences	for	your	target	user.

This	Web	site	example	from	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art	has	no	“buttons.”
It	uses	a	walking	metaphor	to	get	users	from	one	point	of	content	to
another.



This	famous	painting	by	Magritte	(c.1929)	can	remind	us	that	when	we’re
surfing	on	the	Web	there	are	no	buttons	to	be	pushed.	Only	pixels	on	a
screen.



CHAPTER	2
ELEMENTS	OF	USABILITY
To	effectively	plan	out	a	Web	site	project,	a	designer	must	have	a	good
understanding	of	usability.	Usability	is	a	term	that	refers	to	the	ease	with
which	users	can	learn,	engage	with,	and	get	satisfaction	from	an	interface
for	a	Web	site	or	piece	of	software.	While	the	IA	documentation,	like
usability	diagrams,	is	helpful	for	a	designer	in	planning	out	a	Web	site,
usability	effectiveness	also	comes	from	a	variety	of	other	factors—design,
server	speed,	technology	usage,	animation,	and	even	sound	effects.	This
chapter	explores	the	following	interface	elements,	which,	when	combined,
cover	the	usability	touchpoints	for	a	user:	navigation,	breadcrumbs,	site
search,	submission	forms,	links	and	buttons,	and	error	messages.	While
usability	comes	from	more	than	just	these	interface	elements,	these	are
the	features	of	a	site	that	a	designer	can	most	greatly	influence.

Enough	About	You
Usability	is	about	the	user	(period).	Usability	is	directly	related	to	the
experience	a	user	has	with	a	site—the	better	the	usability,	the	better	the
experience	is	likely	to	be.	Individual	users	vary	widely,	even	within	a
single	target	market.	In	Web	design,	standard	demographic	data	such	as
age,	education,	gender,	language,	interests,	and	culture	apply	exactly	as
they	do	in	other	forms	of	communication—but	there’s	an	added	level	of



demographic	information	that	includes	technology,	like	operating	system,
processor	speed,	screen	resolution,	memory,	and	network	connection
speed.	All	of	this	demographic	information	can	play	an	influential	role
when	it	comes	to	usability	design.
Usability	is	such	a	critical	aspect	of	Web	design	that	many	Web	design
agencies	employ	user	experience	(UX)	experts.	Part	sociologist,	part
technician,	this	person	is	responsible	for	determining	the	most	appropriate
usability	based	on	the	abilities	and	expectations	of	the	target	user	group,
as	well	as	the	technology	that’s	available.	Some	of	the	factors	that
usability	experts	consider	include:

Page	load	times:	For	desktop,	this	is	less	of	an	issue,	since	most	computers
are	connected	to	the	Internet	with	high-speed	connections.	But	for	mobile,
this	is	essential.	Not	only	will	pages	load	more	quickly,	but	the	site	will
use	less	of	the	user’s	mobile	data	allowance.

Legibility:	In	all	cases,	the	legibility	of	the	typography—including
adequate	contrast	between	the	type	color	and	the	background,	sizing,	line
spacing,	and	font	choice—is	essential	for	increasing	the	usability	of	a	site.
More	about	this	topic	in	chapter	6.



Handicap	Accessibility:	While	this	is	mainly	a	coding	practice,	it’s
important	for	designers	to	be	mindful	of	things	like	ALT	tags,	which	are	a
text	description	of	images.	This	is	particularly	important	when	using
images	for	headlines	or	buttons.	The	ALT	text	is	read	out	loud	by
browsers	with	their	accessibility	setting	turned	on.

Scannable	Content:	Users	come	to	a	site	for	content,	plain	and	simple.	So
the	content	is	a	key	part	of	the	usability	of	a	site.	Content	should	be
broken	up	into	manageable	bits	with	descriptive	headings,	making	pages
easily	scannable	by	the	user.

Clear	URLs	and	Page	Titles:	The	page	title	appears	in	the	header	of	a	Web
browser	and	it	tells	the	user	what	the	content	of	the	page	is.	It	also	tells
search	engines	what	the	content	of	the	page	is.	Accurate	and	clear	page
titles	help	users	find	the	right	content.



Consistent	Design	Treatments:	The	design	of	a	site	needs	to	hold	together
and	be	consistent	for	the	user	to	be	able	to	recognize	various	elements	of
a	page.	This	is	also	true	about	the	mobile	experience	of	a	site.	It	should
share	consistent	design	treatments	with	the	desktop	and	vice	versa.

Cross-channel	usability:	More	than	ever,	users	start	browsing	for	content
on	mobile	and	tablet	devices.	Therefore,	UX	and	Web	designers	must
consider	the	mobile	experience	as	a	critical	part	of	the	overall	experience
of	a	Web	site.	The	principles	of	usability	that	follow	are	universal,
however,	the	specific	design	treatments	may	vary	on	mobile	to	increase
usability.	Wherever	possible,	examples	of	desktop	and	mobile	samples	are
shown.

Navigation
Navigation	is	a	broad	term	that	encompasses	any	aspect	of	a	site	that	links
a	user	to	another	area	of	the	site	and	is	the	cornerstone	of	a	site’s
usability.	Unlike	other	forms	of	information	design	that	have	a	natural
sequence—pages	of	a	book	or	brochure,	for	example—Web	pages	present



users	with	a	menu	of	options	and	allow	them	to	choose	their	own	order.
The	main	navigation	of	a	site	is	the	primary	set	of	links	that	a	user	clicks
to	get	to	the	important	content	of	a	site.	The	most	common	convention	for
main	navigation	is	a	persistent	bar	across	the	upper	part	of	a	page	that
features	a	list	of	five	to	seven	options,	with	other	options	relegated	to	sub-
navigation.	(Groups	of	five	to	seven	are	generally	what	people	are	capable
of	perceiving	before	attempting	to	break	them	down	into	subgroups.)
There	are	two	ways	of	dealing	with	large	site	architectures:	Categorize
content	into	main	sections,	then	use	a	cascading	system	of	menus	either
with	drop-down	lists	or	sub-menus;	or	break	up	the	list	of	choices	into	the
most	important	items	(primary	navigation)	and	the	lesser	important	items
(secondary	navigation).	In	either	case,	six	groups	of	five	are	much	easier
to	comprehend	than	one	group	of	thirty.	Either	method	makes
comprehending	the	site	architecture	easier	for	the	user	and	reduces	the
number	of	clicks	it	takes	for	a	user	to	get	from	one	place	on	the	site	to
another.



These	images	show	the	drop-down	menu	navigation	on	newyorkmag.com.
Information	is	grouped	into	six	main	categories	for	greater	usability.

http://newyorkmag.com


This	elaborate	drop-down	menu	on	Porsche.com	expands	to	make	finding
content	very	easy	for	the	user.

Uncommon	and	unexpected,	the	navigation	on	livwrk.com	is	at	the
bottom	of	the	page.	The	navigation	persisently	“sticks”	to	thebottom	and
over	the	content.
Navigational	elements	need	to	visually	stand	apart	from	the	rest	of	the
elements	on	the	page	and	indicate	that	the	user	can	click	on	them.	There
are	usually	four	states	to	an	item	in	a	navigation	bar:	the	dormant	or

http://Porsche.com
http://livwrk.com


static	state;	the	active	state,	which	indicates	the	current	page;	a	rollover
state,	which	is	sometimes	the	same	as	the	active	state	when	a	user	mouses
over	the	button;	and	the	visited	state,	which	indicates	to	the	user	what’s
already	been	visited.	This	system	should	be	easy	for	the	user	to	learn	and
should	remain	consistent	throughout	the	entire	site.

Navigation	can	be	horizontal	or	vertical	as	in	this	case	on	the
GoogleVentures	Web	site.	The	icons	help	the	navigation	stand	apart	from
the	content	and	telegraph	the	content	behind	the	links.
The	language	of	a	button	should	clearly	and	accurately	predict	the
content	of	the	destination	page.	The	labels	should	be	written	from	the
user’s	perspective,	with	terms	users	might	use	to	find	what	they’re	looking
for.	(Users	are	quick	to	abandon	a	site	if	they	have	been	confused	or
deceived	by	a	misleading	button.)	In	addition,	since	search	engines	often
value	the	text	within	links,	it’s	important	to	use	keyword-rich	terms	in	the
navigation.	This	is	also	why	the	most	effective	navigation	bars	use	Web
fonts	for	the	buttons—not	images	of	text,	which	are	unreadable	by	search
engines.
The	topic	of	Navigation	is	explored	further	from	a	design	perspective	in
chapter	4,	“Anatomy	of	a	Web	Page.”



The	drop-down	menu	on	FamousCookies.com	has	not	only	descriptive
copy	but	small	imagery	of	cookies,	making	finding	the	right	section	easier.

Breadcrumbs
A	useful	subset	of	navigation	is	something	called	breadcrumb	links	or
breadcrumbs.	They	are	not	quite	navigation,	but	they’re	more	prominent
than	standard	text	links.	Breadcrumb	links	reveal	to	the	user	the	path
taken	through	the	site	architecture	to	get	to	the	current	page,	thus	making
it	easier	to	go	back.	The	name	breadcrumbs	comes	from	the	story	of

http://FamousCookies.com


Hansel	and	Gretel,	when	Hansel	scattered	crumbs	of	bread	on	the	ground
to	help	him	and	his	sister	find	their	way	home.	Unfortunately	for	the	pair,
birds	came	along	and	ate	their	breadcrumbs,	but	the	metaphor	lives	on	as
a	trail	of	tasty	links	guiding	users	on	Web	sites.
A	form	of	breadcrumbing	is	also	used	for	submission	forms.	An	indicator
bar	is	sometimes	used	across	the	top	of	a	form	to	reveal	the	number	of
steps	in	the	process—both	what	they’ve	completed	as	well	as	the	steps	yet
to	come.	This	helps	estimate	how	long	a	submission	form	is	and	whether
it’s	worth	the	user’s	time	to	complete.



Above	the	Fold	>	Section	I	>	Usability	>	Breadcrumbs



Breadcrumb	links	like	those	seen	in	these	samples	act	as	a	sub-navigation
that	lights	a	user’s	way	back	to	the	home	page.
Breadcrumbs	can	be	simple	links	or	more	elaborate	drop-down	menus	like
the	ones	seen	above.	In	both	cases	they	help	the	user	ground	himself	or
herself	on	the	site.

Links	and	Buttons
Within	the	content	of	a	site,	it’s	often	necessary	to	link	users	to	other
areas	of	the	site	for	additional	content.	This	granular	level	of	navigation	is
helpful	to	users	who	want	to	know	more	about	a	specific	idea,	and	helpful
for	SEO	because	linked	words	have	high	indexing	value.	Since	linked	text
usually	consists	of	keywords	from	the	article,	highlighting	the	links	helps
the	“scannability”	of	a	page—a	user	can	scan	and	read	the	linked	words
and	get	a	general	sense	for	the	content	of	the	page.	Links	in	long	bodies	of
text,	however,	can	also	be	a	distraction	to	a	user	who’s	trying	to	focus	on



a	single	story.	For	this	reason,	links	should	stand	out	so	they	can	be
recognized,	but	not	so	much	so	that	they’re	distracting.

The	limited	color	palette	of	Joyent.com	helps	the	orange	text	links	stand
apart	from	the	other	content	on	the	page	while	still	maintaining	an	overall
color	harmony	on	the	page.

http://Joyent.com


These	examples	from	AndyRutledge.com	(top)	and	JustWatchTheSky.com
(below)	show	alternate	ways	to	highlight	links.	Any	CSS	style	variation	is
possible	when	indicating	links,	from	underlining	and	color	changes	to
size,	weight,	and	background	color	shifts.
According	to	leading	usability	authority	Jakob	Nielsen	(useit.com),	the
best	method	for	indicating	a	text	link	is	underlining	and	changing	the
color	of	linked	text;	however,	any	alteration	is	available	when	indicating	a
link	in	CSS.	Aside	from	the	indication	of	a	link,	there	should	also	be	two
other	visual	states	of	a	link:	mouse	over,	and	visited.	The	mouse-over
state	gives	the	user	visual	feedback	that	the	text	is	indeed	a	link	and	not

http://AndyRutledge.com
http://JustWatchTheSky.com
http://useit.com


just	underlined	for	emphasis.	The	visited	state	helps	the	user	recognize
where	he	or	she	has	been.	There’s	also	a	less	common	active	state,	which
appears	the	moment	a	user	clicks.

Site	Search
Perhaps	the	quickest	way	to	allow	users	to	find	information	on	a	Web	site
is	through	a	site	search	feature.	Search	forms	search	a	database	of	site
content	and	display	the	results	for	a	user,	linking	them	directly	to	the	item
they	came	for—ideally.	Because	a	search	box	is	intended	to	increase
usability,	it	should	be	as	easy	to	find	and	use	as	possible.	This	means
placing	it	above	the	fold	in	a	conspicuous	location	that’s	consistent	on
every	page	and	clearly	labeled	“Search”	or	something	similar.	Also,	it’s
important	to	make	the	search	field	long	enough	to	accommodate	the	types
of	searches	people	will	conduct.	Although	longer	search	terms	can	be
entered	into	a	short	field,	users	tend	to	edit	themselves	if	they’re	given	a
small	space.	It	is	also	possible	to	pre-populate	the	search	form	with	the
type	of	search	available	through	the	form.
Internal	site	searches	will	sometimes	have	an	advanced	search	feature.
This	is	an	extension	of	the	search	functionality	with	added	fields	that
allow	a	user	to	narrow	down	a	search	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	finding
what	is	needed.	The	most	effective	search	boxes	have	the	ability	to
remember	popular	searches	and	match	them	to	the	characters	entered	by
the	user	so	the	user	can	see,	then	click	on,	a	list	of	potential	search	terms
and	be	redirected	to	those	results.



The	search	features	on	Typography.com,	which	includes	“find	fonts”	and
“browse	collections”	drop-down	features,	make	finding	content	on	the	site
easy	and	intuitive.

Usability	Testing
While	creative	focus	groups	can	be	the	death	of	fresh	ideas,	usability
testing,	which	consists	of	inviting	potential	users	to	complete	a	series	of
tasks	using	the	interface	concept,	can	greatly	help	refine	the	usability
elements	of	a	site.	During	a	usability	test	session,	the	moderator	observes
and	records	the	users’	reactions	and	emotions	as	they	attempt	to	complete
a	given	task.	Confusion	or	frustration	expressed	by	the	user	help	pinpoint
trouble	spots,	whereas	delight	or	satisfaction	means	that	the	usability	is
appropriate	for	the	task	and	the	user.
To	the	right	is	a	sample	transcript	from	a	usability	test.	In	this	example
the	subject	tester	is	asked	to	find	books	about	graphic	design.	The
moderator	prompts	the	user	with	tasks	and	nothing	more.	The	user’s
actions	and	quotes	are	recorded	and	the	icons	indicate	positive	or
negative	feedback,	as	well	as	feedback	that	represents	an	idea	by	the	user.

http://Typography.com


First	impressions

“I	like	the	design	and	the	colors,	but	I	don’t	know	where	to	begin.	I
suppose	if	I	had	something	to	do	here	I	would	know	where	to	start.”
Please	search	for	information	about	graphic	design	books.
Subject	starts	search

“The	search	field	is	a	bit	short,	which	makes	me	think	I	can	only	search	for
single	terms.”
Subject	receives	18	results.

“It	would	be	great	if	these	results	could	be	sorted	by	price	and
availability.”

Subject	really	likes	the	layout	of	the	results	page,	including	the	thumbnail
images	of	the	books.
Please	select	a	book	for	purchase

Subject	clicks	the	thumbnail	of	the	book	to	view	detail	and	nothing
happens.

“I	should	be	able	to	click	the	image	of	the	book	to	see	the	product
descriptions.”
Subject	clicks	“Learn	More”	and	sees	product	description	page.

“I	like	this	page,	but	it’s	too	hard	to	find	the	price.	I	want	to	know
immediately	how	much	this	book	costs.”
Subject	adds	book	to	shopping	cart.

“I	like	how	I	don’t	leave	the	page	when	the	book	is	added	to	the	cart.”



Subject	clicks	the	“Check	Out”	link	and	proceeds	to	check	out	page.
The	search	field	is	only	half	of	a	site	search	solution;	the	search	results
page	is	the	other.
The	search	field	is	only	half	of	a	site	search	solution;	the	search	results
page	is	the	other.	There	are	a	couple	of	important	features	of	a	results
page	that	can	help	with	usability.	The	searched	term	should	remain	in	the
search	box	at	the	top	of	the	page	and	the	number	of	results	found	should
also	clearly	be	displayed.	Effective	search	results	pages	give	users	the
ability	to	sort	the	results—by	date,	by	relevance,	or	by	author,	for
example.	The	search	results	themselves	should	display	enough	key
information	so	the	user	can	make	an	informed	decision	as	to	whether	the
results	are	the	desired	ones.	Finally,	on	the	article	page,	there	should	be	a
mechanism	that	allows	users	to	rate	the	relevance	and	quality	of	the
article	based	on	the	user’s	search	criteria.	This	will	teach	the	search
engines	what	content	is	most	relevant	for	different	search	terms.



The	search	results	on	Gap.com	feature	photos	of	the	clothing	related	to
the	search	by	the	user.	The	search	results	also	have	a	filtering	feature
which	makes	narrowing	down	the	selections	easy.

http://Gap.com


Etsy.com	has	a	very	clean	top	navigation	with	an	equally	intuitive	search
feature.	The	search	area	starts	with	a	drop-down	menu	of	categories,
followed	by	a	search	field	that	offers	popular	search	suggestions	based	on
the	letters	a	user	types	in.	The	search	results	(bottom)	are	sortable	and
can	be	converted	from	image	view	to	list	view.

http://Etsy.com


GoWalla.com	displays	search	results	in	two	ways;	on	a	map	and	in	a	list.
This	gives	the	user	more	options	for	finding	the	content	they	are	looking
for.
As	a	general	rule,	users	don’t	like	filling	out	forms,	so	it’s	the	job	of	the
designer	and	UX	specialist	to	make	the	process	as	pain-free	as	possible.

Submission	Forms
Submission	forms,	where	a	user	inputs	information	and	submits	it	to	the
site,	generally	represent	a	goal	for	a	site—inviting	the	user	to	register,
sign	up	for	a	newsletter,	buy	a	product—so	the	usability	of	a	submission
form	is	of	premium	importance.	Unfortunately,	as	a	general	rule,	users
don’t	like	filling	out	forms,	so	it’s	the	job	of	the	designer	and	UX	specialist
to	make	the	process	as	pain-free	as	possible.	It’s	important	to	be	clear
about	the	length	of	the	form	up	front,	with	long	forms	broken	up	into
manageable	segments	with	a	breadcrumb	trail	indicating	what’s	left	to
come.
A	form	is	a	series	of	fields	that	a	user	fills	out	with	information.	The	fields
should	be	clearly	labeled	with	the	information	that	needs	to	go	in	them.
Designing	the	labels	to	the	left	of	the	field,	as	opposed	to	above	them,	will
give	the	appearance	of	a	shorter	form.	Required	and	optional	fields	should
be	indicated	clearly	so	the	user	knows	what	fields	can	be	skipped.	Fields
should	be	grouped	in	a	logical	way	so	the	user	can	follow	the	flow	easily,
and	redundant	information,	such	as	shipping	versus	billing	information,
should	be	pre-populated	if	the	user	desires.	When	validation	(an	available
username,	for	example)	is	required,	it	should	be	given	in	process,	not
after	the	form	has	been	submitted.	The	number	of	times	a	user	has	to

http://GoWalla.com


correct	errors	and	resubmit	a	form	greatly	increases	the	likelihood	that
the	user	will	drop	off.

Adding	style	to	a	submission	form	can	make	it	more	inviting	for	the	user.
The	forms	seen	here,	from	the	simple	email	form	above	to	the	more
complex	content	management	forms	on	the	opposite	page,	benefit	from	a
clear	grid,	generous	white	space,	and	typographic	hierarchy.



These	form	examples	from	Threadless.com	(top)	and	CollabFinder.com
(bottom)	utilize	an	underlying	grid	structure	to	organize	the	space	in	the

http://Threadless.com
http://CollabFinder.com


layout,	which	helps	minimize	the	appearance	of	large	amounts	of
information	to	fill	in.
It’s	often	useful	for	a	designer	to	limit	the	number	of	actions	a	user	can
take	when	on	a	form	page.	This	can	mean	removing	all	global	navigation
and	limiting	the	clickable	options	to	“Submit”	and	possibly	some	“Help”
links.	After	submitting	a	form,	a	user	should	be	given	a	clear	indication
that	the	submission	was	successful.

These	form	examples	from	MailChimp.com	(top)	and	OmmWriter.com
(bottom)	style	the	form	elements	in	a	way	that	causes	them	to	blend	in

http://MailChimp.com
http://OmmWriter.com


with	the	design.	Although	rarely	taken	advantage	of,	CSS	can	style	form
fields	just	like	any	other	element	within	a	design.
Each	form	element	has	a	specific	purpose	that	a	designer	should
understand	when	designing	an	online	form.

This	sample	form	shows	the	various	form	elements	that	are	used	to	collect
information.	Each	element	has	a	specific	purpose	that	a	designer	should
understand	when	designing	an	online	form.
There	are	three	types	of	text	fields:	text	box	collects	a	single	line	of
information;	text	box	with	password	protection	collects	a	single	line	of
information	but	the	user	only	sees	bullets	or	asterisks;	and	text	area,



which	can	collect	multiple	lines	of	text.	Text	fields	can	be	set	to	be	pre-
populated	with	a	phrase	to	help	the	user	understand	the	type	of
information	that	can	be	input.
For	selecting	items	there	are	three	main	choices:	radio	buttons	(seen	as
circles	in	this	diagram)	are	mutually	exclusive—meaning	only	one	can	be
selected	from	a	group—and	they	allow	for	written	explanations	of	the
options;	drop-down	menus	are	also	mutually	exclusive	and	they	provide	a
simple	list	of	items;	and	check	boxes	(seen	as	boxes	in	this	diagram),
which	are	used	for	allowing	the	user	to	select	multiple	options.
The	submit	button	triggers	the	action	of	a	form	and	can	either	be	a
browser-generated	user	interface	(UI)	element,	an	image,	or	text.

Error	Messages
Despite	the	best	efforts	of	designers	and	UX	experts,	users	will	sometimes
come	across	an	error	on	a	site.	The	most	common	errors	on	submission
forms	occur	when	the	proper	information	is	not	filled	in	correctly.
Indicating	an	error	clearly	can	be	essential	in	converting	users	who	are
willing	to	spend	time	filling	out	a	form.	To	clearly	indicate	an	error,	a
designer	should	visually	separate	the	error	message	from	the	page	so	the
user	easily	notices	it.	The	content	of	the	message	should	be	clear	yet
polite,	and	the	offending	form	should	be	highlighted	clearly	so	the	user
can	find	it	quickly	and	make	the	correction.



This	example	from	OnSugar.com	is	not	an	error,	but	a	hint	that	appears	as
the	user	selects	the	various	form	fields.	This	proactive	approach	can	help
reduce	the	need	for	error	messaging	altogether.

The	sign-up	form	on	Dunked.com	starts	off	with	an	X	on	the	username
field	and	turns	to	a	check	when	a	usable	name	is	typed	in	the	field.

http://OnSugar.com
http://Dunked.com


In	the	lower	example	on	this	page—barleysgville.com—the	error	message
is	displayed	as	a	single	line	below	the	form,	with	a	list	of	the	missed	fields.

http://barleysgville.com


These	examples	range	from	subtle	markings	to	obvious	red	fields	and
caution	icons.	The	right	level	of	strength	for	the	error	message	depends	as
much	on	the	layout	environment	it	appears	in	as	the	experience	level	of
the	user	group	that	will	be	using	the	site.
“Something	went	technically	wrong.	Thanks	for	noticing—we’re	going	to
fix	it	up	and	have	things	back	to	normal	soon.”

The	right	copy	can	play	an	important	role	in	effective	error	messaging,
since	it’s	easy	for	the	user	to	feel	like	he	or	she	has	done	something
wrong.	In	this	example	from	Twitter.com,	the	copy	reads,	“Something
went	technically	wrong.	Thanks	for	noticing—we’re	going	to	fix	it	up	and
have	things	back	to	normal	soon.”

The	“Fail	Whale,”	also	from	Twitter.com,	is	a	surprising	yet	delightful
error	message.	The	unexpected	nature	of	a	whale	being	flown	by	birds
makes	finding	an	error	almost	forgivable.
The	surprising	number	of	hits	a	404	page	receives	makes	it	a	prime	design
opportunity	to	direct	the	user	and	reinforce	the	client’s	brand.



Another	form	of	error	message	is	the	“404	Page	Not	Found.”	Often
overlooked	by	designers,	this	page	appears	when	a	user	lands	on	a	URL
that	no	longer	exists	or	never	existed.	The	surprising	number	of	hits	a	404
page	gets	makes	it	a	prime	design	opportunity	to	direct	the	user	and
reinforce	the	client’s	brand.	Custom	404	pages	should	be	somewhat
apologetic	in	tone	and	present	a	series	of	links	so	the	user	can	find	what
he	or	she	originally	was	looking	for.	The	ability	to	search	or	even	report
the	missing	page	is	an	additional	feature	that	can	be	added	to	a	404	page.

This	custom	404	page	from	Heinz.com	combines	both	an	element	of
humor	and	the	utility	of	being	able	to	find	information	on	the	site.

Surprise	and	Delight

http://Heinz.com


While	the	Web	has	many	utilitarian	aspects	to	it,	it’s	also	important	to
remember	that	users—people—enjoy	being	entertained.	“Surprise	and
delight”	is	a	phrase	adopted	from	the	hospitality	industry	and	used	by
Web	designers	and	UX	specialists	to	describe	the	fun	or	unexpected
features	of	a	site.	(This	should	not	be	confused	with	“mislead	and
confuse.”)	Surprise	and	delight	refers	to	added	value	for	a	user—
something	that	goes	beyond	expectations.	Surprise	and	delight	can	be
humorous,	irreverent,	or	even	seductive.	Exactly	what	kind	of	surprise	is
appropriate,	like	anything	else,	depends	on	the	target	audience.
The	404	pages	seen	here	and	on	the	next	spread	are	prime	examples	of
surprise	and	delight.



These	custom	404	pages	from	huwshimi.com	(top)	and	teez.com.au
(center	and	bottom)	illustrate	a	sense	of	the	company’s	brands,	both	with
a	sense	of	beauty	and	humor.

http://huwshimi.com
http://teez.com.au


The	custom	404	pages	on	this	page	from	Mint.com	(top),	MailChimp.com
(center),	and	DisneyStore.com	(bottom)	have	a	sense	of	brand	but	also

http://Mint.com
http://DisneyStore.com


provide	a	means	for	the	user	to	find	the	content	he	or	she	was	seeking—
from	a	site	nav	and	links	to	a	search	field.



CHAPTER	3
SPACE,	GRIDS	&	RESPONSIVE
DESIGN
In	the	final	step	of	the	planning	phase	of	a	Web	design	project,	the
designer	begins	to	prepare	the	canvas	for	a	design.	This	means	developing
a	grid	system	that	is	flexible	enough	to	accommodate	a	variety	of	content,
but	rigid	enough	to	form	a	recognizable	system.	Grids	are	fundamentally
about	space,	and	this	chapter	explores	means	of	organizing	space	to
enhance	a	user’s	access	to,	and	understanding	of,	information.

Organization	&	Hierarchy
One	of	the	most	important	aspects	of	design	is	the	concept	of	hierarchy.
Visual	hierarchy	is	the	sequencing	of	elements	within	a	design	so	that	a
user	may	perceive	them	in	a	specific	and	logical	order.	This	sequence
clearly	defines	the	most	important	elements	of	the	design,	followed	by	the
second	most	important	elements,	and	so	on.	Almost	every	type	of
information	can	be	broken	down	into	three	or	four	levels	of	importance.
More	than	that	makes	contrasting	the	difference	between	the	levels
difficult.
An	effective	design	system	takes	precedence	over	the	individual	elements,
so	that	the	user	perceives	a	cohesive	unit.



To	create	hierarchy,	a	designer	must	first	create	a	system.	A	system	is
created	by	logically	grouping	the	elements	of	a	design,	either	through
meaning	or	function,	and	forming	visual	relationships	between	them.	An
effective	design	system	takes	precedence	over	the	individual	elements	so
that	the	user	perceives	a	cohesive	unit.	Any	element	that	breaks	this
system	will	have	more	visual	value	and	be	understood	to	have	more
importance	than	the	other	elements,	creating	a	hierarchy.
For	example,	in	a	classroom	where	the	desks	are	neatly	arranged	in	five
rows	of	five	desks	and	each	student	is	sitting	in	his	or	her	seat,	the
students	appear	as	a	single	unit.	Regardless	of	the	different	genders,
clothing,	hair	styles,	or	body	types,	all	the	students	fit	within	the	group
because	of	their	organization	or	spatial	relationship	to	one	another.	If	a
single	student	decided	to	break	the	system	of	rows	by	moving	his	desk
into	the	aisle,	he	would	stand	apart	from	the	system	and	give	himself
visual	importance	over	the	other	students.	The	students	appear	as	a	single
unit	because	of	their	arrangement	in	space—the	rows	of	desks—and	the
student	whose	desk	is	not	in	line	with	the	others	stands	out	strictly
because	of	his	lack	of	relationship,	or	his	contrast,	with	the	others.

White	Space
Creating	a	design	system	almost	always	starts	with	the	clear	organization
of	space.	Deliberately	constructed	white	space,	not	to	be	confused	with
unconsidered	or	empty	space,	is	often	overlooked	as	an	element	of	Web
design.	In	fact,	a	common	mistake	among	inexperienced	designers	is	to
focus	too	heavily	on	the	“objects”	in	a	design	(type,	images,	points,	lines,
and	planes),	and	space	is	simply	what’s	left	over	when	they’re	finished.



Space	is	essential	for	creating	relationships	that	form	systems	that	lead	to
a	clear	hierarchy	of	elements.	It	should	not	be	underestimated.
The	interplay	between	the	objects	of	a	design	and	the	background	is
called	the	figure-ground	relationship.	White	space,	also	called	negative
space,	is	a	reference	to	the	“ground”	in	“figure-ground.”	The	goal	of	a
designer	is	to	achieve	a	balance	between	figure	and	ground,	where	one
doesn’t	completely	dominate	the	other.	Instead,	they	work	together	to
unify	the	design.
White	space	design	elements	include:	margins,	the	area	surrounding	a
design;	gutters,	the	space	between	columns	of	a	grid;	padding,	the	area
around	an	element	contained	by	a	border;	line	spacing,	also	known	as
leading,	the	space	from	baseline	to	cap	height	between	lines	of	text;	and
paragraph	spacing,	the	space	between	paragraphs	or	separate	ideas	in	a
piece	of	text.	Adding	line	space	is	the	most	common	form	of	paragraph
indication	in	Web	design,	although	it	is	possible	to	use	other	methods	like
indenting,	which	is	also	another	form	of	white	space	utilization.

These	elements	are	arranged	with	no	consideration	of	the	space	within
the	layout.

The	same	elements	as	above	are	now	grouped	and	the	space	has	been
more	clearly	defined	and	organized.



The	organization	of	the	space	in	the	layout	creates	a	natural	hierarchy	or
sequence	of	importance	by	either	relating	or	separating	elements.

The	Gestalt	Principles	of	Perception:	“The
whole	is	greater	than	the	sum	of	the	parts.”
Theories	involving	the	psychology	of	visual	organization	within	art	and
design	come	mostly	from	the	Gestalt	Principles	of	Perception.	These
principles,	developed	in	the	early	twentieth	century	at	the	Staatliches
Bauhaus	in	Germany,	refer	to	the	mind’s	ability	to	group	elements	based
on	one	of	the	following	relationships:

SIMILARITY
Grouping	of	elements	that	have	a	unique	visual	relationship.	The	two
rows	of	squares	above	are	grouped,	despite	being	separated	by	a	row	of
circles.	The	relationship	of	shape	takes	precedence	over	the	spacial
relationships.



PROXIMITY
Grouping	of	elements	that	are	close	to	one	another.	Two	groups	are
perceived	above,	despite	the	fact	that	there	are	sixteen	individual	boxes.

CLOSURE
Grouping	of	elements	that	complete	a	larger	unit.	A	single	square	is
perceived	in	the	above	illustration,	despite	several	of	the	smaller	units
being	removed.	The	small	square	in	the	upper	right	“closes”	the	spacing	to
create	a	single	form.

CONTINUANCE
Grouping	of	elements	that	complete	a	pattern	or	progression.	Each	row	of
boxes	above	forms	a	group	despite	the	gaps	in	the	row.
Deliberately	constructed	white	space,	not	to	be	confused	with	leftover,
unconsidered,	or	empty	space,	is	often	overlooked	as	a	useful	element	of
Web	design.



InformationArchitects.jp	uses	a	minimalist	design	that	relies	heavily	on
the	use	of	white	space	to	organize	information	and	create	hierarchy.	The
gutters,	line	spacing,	and	paragraph	spacing	are	carefully	crafted	to	help
the	user	identify	individual	groups	of	information.

http://InformationArchitects.jp


Similarly,	JonTangerine.com	uses	wide	margins	and	ample	padding	to
make	the	page	design	scannable.	With	the	exception	of	a	small	dot	of
yellow	and	a	bit	of	red	at	the	bottom,	this	black-and-white	layout	uses

http://JonTangerine.com


only	a	single	font	(Georgia)	yet	it	has	a	clear	hierarchy	of	information	and
plenty	of	visual	interest.
Elements	of	a	Web	design	aren’t	just	design	elements,	they’re	the	interface
that	the	user	needs	to	navigate	and	find	information
The	use	of	hierarchy	and	white	space	in	Web	design	has	a	bit	of	extra
significance	over	their	use	in	other	forms	of	communication,	since	the
elements	of	a	design	aren’t	just	elements,	they’re	the	interface	that	the
user	needs	to	navigate	and	find	information.	The	primary	navigation	bar,
for	example,	needs	to	be	immediately	identifiable	as	such,	so	that	the	user
can	navigate	the	site.	The	design	conventions	discussed	in	the	previous
chapter	help	the	user	identify	specific	areas	of	a	Web	site,	but	they
shouldn’t	be	taken	for	granted.	Guiding	the	user	through	a	layout	should
be	done	deliberately	to	ensure	maximum	usability.



The	example	shown	here	from	SnowBird.com	uses	white	space	around
the	imagery	to	mimic	the	branding	and	give	the	page	an	“ownable”
feature.

http://SnowBird.com


This	sample,	MettaSkinCare.com,	uses	generous	white	space	to	give	the
page,	and	the	product,	a	premium	feel.	Nothing	is	cluttered;	every	design
element	is	given	“air.”

http://MettaSkinCare.com


White	space	is	also	essential	for	making	a	layout	scannable,	a	critical
aspect	of	Web	design.	Layouts	with	well-managed	white	space	allow	users
to	scan	information	and	groups	of	information	to	find	what	they’re
looking	for	quickly.	Cluttered	layouts,	or	ones	that	don’t	effectively
manage	white	space,	make	it	hard	for	the	user	to	identify	patterns	which
are	essential	for	scanning	information.	Imagine	a	group	of	people	milling
around	at	a	party	versus	a	line	of	soldiers	at	roll	call.	The	people	are	the
same,	but	the	space	between	them	has	been	organized.

This	is	a	side-by-side	comparison	of	a	competition	mini-site	created	by	the
AIGA	DC.	On	the	left	is	the	original	site;	on	the	right	the	white	space	has
been	filled	in	to	highlight	the	consistent	and	almost	rhythmical	use	of
space.	The	generous	spacing	around	the	headline	and	lead-in	statement
helps	them	stand	out	on	the	page.	The	non-default,	slightly	open	line
spacing	for	all	the	text	gives	the	pages	a	very	light	and	scannable	feel.



White	space	is	actually	a	reference	to	“ground”	as	in	“figure-ground,”	and
doesn’t	need	to	be	white	at	all.	In	this	example,	ThinkingForALiving.com,
the	ground	is	a	pink	hue,	but	the	result	of	well-constructed	white	space	on
the	design	is	the	same.

Containment
At	times,	more	than	space	is	needed	to	highlight,	group,	or	separate
elements	on	a	page.	Borders,	lines,	and	boxes	can	be	helpful	in	defining
the	space	and	containing	elements	within	sub-groups.	The	varying	types
of	borders	that	can	be	created	with	CSS,	including	dotted,	dashed,	double,
and	single	lines,	make	them	powerful	stylistic	elements	as	well.	Even
rounded	corners,	a	popular	design	treatment	for	boxes,	are	now	possible
using	CSS3,	and	they	are	viewable	in	browsers	compatible	with	CSS3.

http://ThinkingForALiving.com


The	sites	seen	here,	BrandNew.UnderConsideration.com	(top),	and
20x200.com	(bottom)	use	a	wide	variety	of	distinctive	line	styles	to
segment	the	page	and	reinforce	a	design	style.

CSS	can	be	used	to	define	the	border	of	an	object.	The	border,
represented	by	the	orange	line	in	this	diagram,	lies	between	the	padding
distance	and	the	margin	area.

http://BrandNew.UnderConsideration.com
http://20x200.com


TheCurverePort.com	uses	a	variety	of	line	types	to	define	the	look	and
segment	the	content.	From	thin	borders	to	diagonal	line	decoration	the
varying	line	types	give	the	page	a	distinctive	look.

http://TheCurverePort.com


Grids
Grids	not	only	organize	the	elements	of	a	design,	they	organize	the	space
within	a	design.
One	of	the	oldest	ways	to	create	a	balance	of	figure	and	ground	is	through
the	use	of	a	grid	system.	Grids	not	only	organize	the	elements	of	a	design,
they	organize	the	space	within	a	design.	Clearly	aligning	design	elements
through	the	use	of	columns	creates	defined	space,	and	it’s	this	space	that
gives	the	appearance	of	organization.
Grids	are	made	up	of	columns	(where	the	content	goes),	gutters	(the
space	between	columns	and	margins),	and	the	space	around	the	perimeter
of	the	layout.	By	carefully	defining	these	attributes,	Web	designers	can
control	the	density	of	a	page,	which	is	the	amount	of	detail	that	is	visible
to	the	user.	Dense	pages	tend	to	be	harder	to	read,	although	pages	that
lack	sufficient	density	can	appear	un-unified	and	fall	apart.
Early	Web	sites	were	laid	out	using	tables,	a	word	processing	convention
of	rows	and	columns	used	to	arrange	elements.	Some	early	Web	layouts
had	a	compartmentalized	or	checkerboard	feel	as	a	result	of	using	or
overusing	tables.	Tables	are	also	limited	in	their	flexibility	and	result	in
long	markup	for	even	simple	layouts.	Although	tables	still	exist	in	HTML,
<div>	or	divider	tags	have	taken	over	as	the	preferred	method	of
containing	and	laying	out	elements	of	a	design.	The	flexibility	of	CSS-
styled	<div>	tags	more	closely	resembles	the	feel	of	a	print	layout
program	such	as	Adobe	InDesign.	They	enable	very	sophisticated,	print-
like	layout	and	grid	use.



New	Graphic	Design	magazine	was	started	in	1958	by	Richard	Paul
Lahose,	Josef	Müller-Bockmann,	Hans	Neuburg,	and	Carlo	Vivarelle.	The
cover	of	issue	16,	pictured	here,	illustrates	the	grid	system	that	permeated
the	entire	magazine	and	is	credited	with	defining	the	Swiss	style	of
graphic	design.



The	letterforms	of	Helvetica,	the	ubiquitous	Swiss	typeface	and	subject	of
a	documentary	film,	are	based	on	a	grid	system,	making	it	instantly
recognizable	over	its	predecessor,	Akzidenz	Grotesque.



The	design	team	at	MailChimp.com	gives	users	a	glimpse	at	their	design
system	with	their	Pattern	Library.	This	tool	reveals	the	systems,	including
this	grid	system	behind	the	site.



Left	Loft,	the	designers	of	CorporateRiskWatch.com,	actually	expose	the
grid	structure	they’re	using	by	tracing	it	with	dotted	lines.	The	elements	of
every	page	seem	to	dance	around	this	five-column	grid.

http://CorporateRiskWatch.com




BlackEstate.co.nz,	which	has	won	numerous	awards	for	its	use	of
typography	and	unique	navigation,	features	a	six-column	grid.	The	tall
page	is	held	together	because	of	the	strict	adherence	to	the	elegant	grid.

http://BlackEstate.co.nz


The	Swiss	styling	of	WilsonMinor.com	is	a	classic	example	of	a	well-used
grid	structure.	Headlines,	subheads,	images,	and	text	work	together	to
define	and	span	the	six-column	grid.

http://WilsonMinor.com


The	grid	on	DigitalPodge.com	is	filled	in	a	more	organic	way.	Instead	of
the	elements	neatly	aligning	in	exactly	the	same	way,	there’s	a	playful
bouncing	of	text	and	image	within	the	grid	structure.
Once	the	grid	system	has	been	established,	elements	of	the	design	are
placed	within	the	grid.	Objects	can	span	more	than	one	column	width,	but
each	element	must	have	some	clear	relationship	to	the	grid	itself.	Any
element	that	relates	to	the	grid	in	a	unique	way	or	breaks	the	grid	system
will	rank	higher	on	the	hierarchy	scale.

http://DigitalPodge.com


This	is	a	diagram	of	a	grid	system	with	the	following	specifications:
Width:	948px
Columns:	4
Column	width:	222px
Gutter	width:	20px
2-col	span:	464px
3-col	span:	706px



FIXED	WIDTH	(Floating	Centered;	Fixed	Left)

Grids	used	for	Web	design	need	to	have	a	flexible	quality	to	them	in	order
to	accommodate	varying	monitor	widths	and	resolutions.	There	are
several	solutions	to	this	issue.	In	this	example	of	a	fixed-width	grid,	the
grid	either	floats	in	the	center	of	the	browser	window	or	is	fixed	to	the	left
side.	As	the	browser	window	expands	in	both	cases,	the	layout	within	the
grid	is	not	altered.
VARIABLE	WIDTH

In	a	variable-width	grid	system,	each	column	expands	proportionately
with	the	width	of	the	browser	frame.	This	causes	the	layout	within	the
grid	to	change	and	shift	depending	on	the	width	of	the	user’s	monitor.



COMBINATION	OF	VARIABLE	AND	FIXED	WIDTH

This	diagram	shows	a	grid	that	has	both	fixed-width	columns	as	well	as	a
single	variable-width	column.	As	the	browser	window	expands,	only	one
column	width	expands	with	it.	The	layout	of	the	center	column	shifts,
while	the	two	flanking	columns	stay	fixed.



The	grid	system	on	SimpleArt.com.au	is	flexible,	so	whether	the	page	is
viewed	on	large	or	small	monitors	the	layout	feels	consistent.	Note	in	the
wider	layout	below,	the	columns	of	the	grid	widen	and	the
header/navigation	area	moves	to	the	right.

http://SimpleArt.com.au


Once	the	grid	system	has	been	established,	elements	of	the	design	are
placed	within	the	grid.	Objects	can	span	more	than	one	column	width,	but
each	element	must	have	some	clear	relationship	to	the	grid	itself.	Any
element	that	relates	to	the	grid	in	a	unique	way	or	breaks	the	grid	system
will	rank	higher	on	the	hierarchy	scale.



Items	in	a	layout	that	break	the	established	system	stand	apart	from	the
rest	of	the	elements	within	the	system.	In	this	example	of
AIGALosAngelese.org,	the	AIGA	logo	does	not	“sit”	on	the	grid.	By	shifting
outside	the	grid	it’s	given	more	visual	value	than	the	other	elements	on
the	page,	as	illustrated	in	this	diagram.

The	Baseline	Grid
Something	that	print	designers	have	been	using	for	years	but	is	only
recently	being	adopted	by	Web	designers	is	the	use	of	a	baseline	grid.	A
baseline	grid	is	a	horizontal	grid	system	that	exactly	aligns	the	baselines
of	all	the	text	on	a	page,	regardless	of	size	or	style.	Baseline	grids	create	a
smooth	rhythm	in	the	typography	within	a	design.
Creating	a	baseline	grid	in	CSS	involves	a	bit	of	math,	since	there’s	no
built-in	baseline	grid	attribute.	A	Web	designer	starts	by	choosing	a	type
size	for	the	majority	of	the	text	on	the	page.	Then	a	line	height	is	applied
in	the	CSS,	which	is	essentially	the	equivalent	of	leading.	To	create	the
appearance	of	a	baseline	grid,	all	other	measurements,	including	the
margin	spacing,	display	type	size,	etc.,	should	be	multiples	of	the	line
height.	This	will	ensure	that	all	baselines	will	line	up	relative	to	one
another.

http://AIGALosAngelese.org


TheGridSystem.org	is	a	blog	about	the	use	of	grids	in	design.	An
interesting	feature	of	this	site	is	the	ability	to	expose	the	grid	structure	as
well	as	the	baseline	grid.

http://TheGridSystem.org


This	is	an	example	of	a	baseline	grid	in	use.	Note	that	each	typographic
element,	regardless	of	size	or	typeface,	sits	exactly	on	the	baseline	grid.

Responsive	Design
This	chapter	is	about	space.	Responsive	design	is	about	reorganizing	space
to	maximize	the	visibility	of	key	design	elements	on	varying	screen	sizes.
Responsive	design	is	an	evolution	of	Web	layout	because	of	the
prevalence	of	people	browsing	Web	pages	on	mobile	devices.	Design
considerations	for	small	screens	is	vastly	different	than	for	large	desktop



screens,	hence	the	need	for	a	design	to	respond/change	based	on	the	size
of	the	screen	on	which	it	is	being	viewed.
Responsive	design	is	much	more	than	the	simple	re-arrangement	or
stacking	of	content	“blocks”	so	that	they	run	vertically	down	a	slender
mobile	screen.	Great	responsive	design	also	takes	into	account	things	like
page	load	times	and	typographic	legibility	to	completely	change	the
content	and	design	of	a	page	for	mobile	devices.	With	responsive	design	a
designer	can	hide	large	imagery	on	a	mobile	device,	or	change	the	color
and	size	of	type	to	increase	the	contrast	and	legibility.
Without	getting	too	technical,	responsive	design	works	through	what	are
called	CSS	(cascading	style	sheet)	media	queries.	These	media	queries
read	a	user’s	browser	data	to	determine	the	width	of	the	browser	window
before	loading	the	styling	for	a	page.	Currently,	there	are	three	primary
break	points	that	designers	use	for	their	media	queries:	larger	than	768
pixels	wide	(desktop),	less	than	768	pixels	(tablet)	and	less	than	480
pixels	wide	(mobile	device).



From	Tattly	to	Time	magazine,	users	are	browsing	the	Web	on	mobile
first,	studies	show.	These	two	sites	are	excellent	examples	of	sites	that
provide	a	unique	experience	on	the	narrow	screen	of	a	phone.



Responsive	design	is	much	more	than	the	simple	re-arrangement	or
stacking	of	content	“blocks”



Therefore,	designers	need	to	create	three	individual,	yet	related,	grid
systems	for	a	single	page	layout.
For	desktop	(over	768	pixels	wide),	a	common	grid	for	design	purposes	is
sized	between	950	pixels	and	990	pixels	wide,	but	it	can	be	up	to	1,200
pixels	as	monitor	resolutions	continue	to	increase.	Once	the	width	has
been	determined,	a	designer	decides	how	many	columns	are	needed.
More	columns	means	more	design	flexibility;	however,	too	many	columns
can	make	recognizing	relationships	difficult.	There	is	no	right	number	of
columns,	but	the	optimal	grid	gives	a	layout	a	clear	sense	of	organization
while	still	allowing	for	flexibility.	The	column	width	for	a	grid	is
determined	by	the	overall	width	divided	by	the	number	of	columns.	And
finally,	gutters,	or	the	spaces	between	the	columns,	are	added,	providing
separation	between	the	elements	in	each	column.
A	tablet	layout	(less	than	768	but	more	than	480)	shares	many
relationships	to	the	desktop	grid.	Generally,	the	number	of	columns	would
be	reduced	by	half	and	the	gutter	widths	decrease	slightly.	Often,
designers	will	remove	the	margin,	or	space	surrounding	the	page,
including	a	background	image	or	pattern,	to	maximize	the	useable	space.
Finally,	a	mobile	grid	(less	than	480	pixels	wide)	is	reduced	to	a	single
column.	Given	the	narrowness	of	the	screen,	more	than	one—or	possibly
two—columns	causes	issues	of	legibility	and	usability	as	design	elements,
including	buttons,	get	smaller.	Often	the	navigation	changes	to	a	drop-
down	menu	and	much	of	the	imagery	is	removed	from	the	page	by	the
CSS	to	conserve	download	times.



Responsive	vs.	Adaptive	Layouts
Responsive	design	fluidly	responds	to	the	width	of	a	browser.	Adaptive
design	generally	has	two	to	four	pre-formatted	design	states.
Often	mistakenly	used	interchangeably,	responsive	and	adaptive	design
are	slightly	different.	Responsive	design	fluidly	responds	to	the	width	of	a
browser,	forming	a	clear	layout	at	any	width	between	480	pixels	and
more	than	768	pixels.	Adaptive	design	generally	has	two	to	four	pre-
formatted	design	states	that	it	“snaps”	to	depending	on	the	width	of	the
browser.	This	offers	a	designer	a	bit	more	control	over	the	layout	as	there



are	no	in-between	sizes	that	can	sometimes	produce	visually	awkward
layouts.	While	it	is	more	common	to	produce	a	responsive	design,
adaptive	design	can	be	very	useful,	especially	if	the	target	user	group	is
small	and	its	technology	is	well	defined.



Carters.com,	the	children’s	clothing	store,	takes	a	unique	approach	to
their	mobile	site.	Much	of	the	content	from	the	desktop	site	is	stripped
away	in	lieu	of	navigation.	This	is	done	for	two	reasons:	to	help	with	the
speed	of	the	download	of	each	page	(saving	data	charges	for	the	user);
and	to	expedite	the	shopping	process.

http://Carters.com
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CHAPTER	4
ANATOMY	OF	A	WEB	PAGE

These	images	show	the	results	of	an	eye-tracking	study.	They	indicate	that
users	focus	their	attention	on	the	upper-left	area	of	a	Web	page.



Form	&	Function	of	Web	Design
Web	design,	like	any	other	form	of	design,	requires	the	designer	to
understand	the	end	user’s	habits,	the	context	in	which	the	work	is
received,	and	the	necessary	function	of	the	end	product.	These	factors
usually	present	limitations	that	set	the	boundaries	for	starting	a	design
project.	For	Web	design,	these	boundaries	have	caused	several	design	and
structural	conventions	to	emerge.	Such	conventions	include	a	page
header,	persistent	navigation,	content	areas	and	sidebars,	footer
navigation,	and	often	a	background	treatment.	Although	styling	and
aesthetics	vary	greatly	from	site	to	site,	most	sites	adhere	to	this	basic
structure.	Each	of	these	common	Web	design	elements,	and	their
placement	on	the	page,	came	to	be	for	several	basic	reasons.

THE	NATURE	OF	HOW	THE	PAGES	ARE	VIEWED
In	Western	culture,	we’re	conditioned	to	read	from	left	to	right,	top	to
bottom.	Therefore,	the	natural	position	for	important	information	would
be	the	upper	left	of	a	Web	page.	This	ensures	that	elements	such	as	logos,
navigation,	and	“featured	items”	are	perceived	first	by	the	user.
The	notion	that	users	scan	pages	from	left	to	right,	top	to	bottom,	has
been	validated	through	the	use	of	eye	tracking	studies.	Sophisticated
cameras	fixed	to	the	top	of	a	computer	screen	have	the	ability	to	track	the
eye	movements	of	Internet	users	and	map	out	the	patterns.	The	red	areas
in	the	images	below	indicate	where	users	focused	most	of	their	attention.
They	reveal	not	only	the	fact	that	users’	attention	is	mainly	focused	on	the
upper	left	of	a	page,	but	also	that	Web	users	skim	a	page	for	key	points,	as
shown	by	the	spotty	bits	of	color	in	the	center	and	left	images.



Many	Web	design	conventions	are	borrowed	from	the	world	of	print
communication.	Pictured	here	is	the	New	York	Times	newspaper	showing
a	header	and	feature	area	very	similar	to	those	on	a	Web	page.

BORROWED	CONVENTIONS
Because	almost	all	early	Web	designers	were	amateur	designers	or	trained
as	print	designers,	elements	from	print	design	were	converted	to	Web
design.	Design	elements	like	headers,	feature	areas,	body	text,	and
sidebars	all	come	directly	from	age-old	newspaper	design	standards.
The	“fold”	of	a	newspaper	is	literally	the	horizontal	crease	in	the	center	of
the	front	page	delineating	the	top	half	from	the	bottom	half.	Newspaper
editors	tend	to	put	as	much	of	the	most	important	information	as	possible
above	that	fold	since	that’s	the	area	that	potential	newspaper	buyers	will
see.	Similarly,	a	“fold”	on	a	Web	page	is	the	line	that	delineates	where	the
browser	window	cuts	off	the	content.	Areas	above	the	fold	are	seen	by	the



user	when	the	page	loads.	Content	below	the	fold	requires	that	users
scroll	down.

USER	EXPECTATIONS
Sites	that	want	to	attract	the	masses,	like	news	portals,	travel	sites,	e-
commerce	sites,	etc.,	need	to	appeal	to	the	lowest	common	denominator
in	terms	of	one’s	ability	to	use	technology.	As	the	Web	became	established
in	the	mid-	to	late	1990s,	companies	interested	in	having	their	users	find
what	they	wanted	quickly	would	imitate	the	metaphors	for	navigation	and
site	layout	from	other,	already	established,	sites.	For	example,
Amazon.com	is	credited	with	creating	the	first	tab-style	navigation
(another	borrowed	convention);	although	there	are	probably	earlier
examples,	the	“tabs”	served	as	a	metaphor	that	worked	in	part	because
tabs	were	something	people	understood	from	the	“real	world”	of	file



folders.	As	a	result,	Web	sites	all	over	the	Internet	began	using	a	tab
structure	for	their	navigation—and	still	do	to	this	day.	Even	Apple.com,
known	widely	for	its	innovative	design,	once	used	a	tabbed	navigation
very	similar	to	that	of	Amazon.

Image	of	Apple.com	from	2007	showing	the	tabbed	navigation	style.

At	the	height	of	the	tab	craze	in	2000,	some	said	that	the	navigation	on
Amazon.com	resembled	a	graveyard.

SEARCH	ENGINE	OPTIMIZATION	(SEO)
Having	a	high	search	engine	rank	is	critical	to	a	company’s	online	success.
A	higher	rank	on	a	list	of	search	results	means	more	traffic.	Search
engines,	such	as	Google.com	and	Bing.com,	use	various	methods	to
evaluate	the	content	of	a	site	and	determine	its	rank.	Some	design	factors
that	influence	the	search	engine	optimization	of	a	page	include:	text	links
in	the	main	navigation;	multiple	keyword-rich	text	links	throughout	the
page;	limited	use	of	images,	especially	images	of	text,	since	search	engines
cannot	get	content	from	images;	bolded	subhead	copy	styled	with	the
<H>	tags;	and	important	content	placed	above	the	fold—the	higher	the
better.	Although	these	are	not	all	of	the	SEO	factors	that	influence	the
rank	of	a	page,	these	are	generally	the	factors	that	a	designer	has	the	most
control	over.	The	topic	of	SEO	is	discussed	further	in	chapter	7.



Orbitz.com	is	a	good	example	of	a	page	designed	for	SEO.	Multiple
keyword-rich	text	links,	bolded	subheads,	and	limited	use	of	imagery
consistently	produce	a	top	ranking	for	searches	of	“Vacation	Packages.”

ADVERTISING	STANDARDS

http://Orbitz.com


The	Interactive	Advertising	Bureau	(IAB)	was	established	in	1996	to	set
up	standard	practices	in	Web	advertising.	The	organization	sets	forth	rules
that	govern	the	size,	shape,	and	file	weight	(among	other	things)	for
advertising	assets.	This	helps	advertisers	create	a	finite	series	of	banners
that	can	be	used	on	any	Web	site	that	adopts	the	IAB	standards.	For	Web
designers,	this	means	that	their	Web	design	must	accommodate	banners
that	are	300	x	250	pixels	(“big	box”),	180	x	600	pixels	(“skyscraper”),
and/or	728	x	90	pixels	(“leaderboard”),	among	others.	If	a	Web	site	is
funded	with	ad	revenue,	these	dimensions	become	a	critical	part	of	the
framework	of	the	site.	Additionally,	advertisers	want	their	ads	above	the
fold	so	that	the	user	sees	them	immediately.	Web	site	owners,	on	the
other	hand,	don’t	want	the	ads	to	overpower	the	message	of	the	site.	Web
designers	satisfy	both	sides	by	establishing	a	structure	that	flows	with	the
required	sizes	of	the	ads—a	300-pixel-wide	sidebar	will	fit	a	big	box	ad
without	any	dead	space	around	it,	for	example.



Yahoo.com	and	many	other	sites	across	the	Web	display	advertising.	In
this	example	of	the	home	page,	a	“big	box”	ad	appears	in	the	right-hand
sidebar.	The	sidebar	for	this	page	has	been	designed	to	accommodate	a
banner	having	a	standard	width	of	300	pixels.
Without	understanding	the	function	behind	standard	Web	design
conventions,	designers	are	purely	imitating	things	that	they’ve	seen.
While	these	particular	factors	are	unique	to	Web	design,	the	idea	of	a	set
of	parameters	that	restrict	and	inform	a	design	is	not	unique.	Car
designers,	for	example,	are	faced	with	hundreds,	if	not	thousands,	of
these	types	of	challenges.	People	want	to	be	able	to	drive	more	than	one
make	of	car	without	having	to	work	to	relocate	and	decipher	the
speedometer,	for	instance.	Yet,	there’s	a	wide	range	of	variation	in	the
sizes	and	shapes	of	cars	on	the	road	today.
The	duality	of	form	and	function	is	a	universal	design	concept;	however,
most	new	Web	designers	aren’t	as	aware	as	they	should	be	of	the
technical	and	functional	implications	behind	the	design	decisions	they
make.	Without	understanding	the	function	behind	standard	Web	design
conventions,	designers	are	purely	imitating	things	that	they’ve	seen.	This
chapter	explores	the	parts	of	a	Web	page	and	specifically	how	those	parts
contribute	to	the	overall	effectiveness	of	a	site—aesthetically	and
technically.



Car	designers	face	similar	challenges	as	Web	designers	when	designing	a
dashboard	interface.	They	seek	a	balance	between	unique	style	and
standardization	and	ease	of	use.

Beyond	Conventional
This	chapter	examines	the	structural	design	conventions	that	have	evolved
to	make	up	Web	pages.	This	idea	is	different	than	the	concept	of	design
templates	or	“themes”	that	have	become	very	common	with	the
emergence	of	content	management	systems	(CMS)	like	WordPress	and
Drupal.	Below	are	the	“Church	Theme”	and	the	“Lifestyle	Theme”
designed	by	StudioPress	for	use	with	WordPress.	Notice	how	they	are
identical	in	structure	and	format.	The	only	difference	between	the	two	is
their	“skin”—the	colors,	fonts,	and	images.	While	theme-based	Web
design	makes	having	a	Web	site	easy	and	affordable,	the	concept	has	the
potential	to	erode	the	value	of	what	Web	designers	do.	At	worst,	it	turns
design	and	creativity	into	a	commodity	and	homogenizes	the	look	of	the
Web.





MarthaStewart.com	is	an	elegant	design	example	from	both	a	structural
as	well	as	an	aesthetic	point	of	view.	The	subtle	and	consistent	design
treatments	give	the	site	a	uniquely	Martha	Stewart	feel,	despite	using	a
standard	Web	structure.

Header

http://MarthaStewart.com


The	header	of	a	Web	page	is	one	area	that	remains	relatively	consistent
throughout	a	Web	site.	It	acts	as	a	grounding	force	for	the	user	by
identifying	and	visually	unifying	all	the	pages	of	a	site.	Headers	establish
the	brand	look	and	feel	for	a	site	and	often	will	present	the	user	with	a
call	to	action—search,	buy,	register,	etc.	The	header	of	a	page	must
perform	these	tasks	without	overpowering	the	content	of	the	page	and
distracting	the	user.
Because	the	header	area	tends	to	stay	consistent	from	page	to	page,	it	is
often	where	the	client’s	logo	appears.	It	has	become	a	common
expectation	of	users	that	the	logo	on	a	site,	specifically	one	located	in	the
header	of	a	page,	will	link	the	user	back	to	the	home	page.



The	header	graphic	for	GQ.com	uses	the	magazine’s	iconic	logo	as	the
central	element.	The	clean,	centered	design	approach	creates	a	unique
and	identifiable	presence	for	the	brand.

http://GQ.com


Headers	act	as	a	grounding	force	for	the	user	by	identifying	and	visually
unifying	all	the	pages	of	a	site.
The	code	behind	the	header	contains	information	that	is	vital	to	the
search	engine	optimization	of	the	page.	From	metadata	(keywords	and
descriptions	of	the	page	in	the	code)	to	the	page	title	(this	is	the	line	of
copy	that	appears	on	the	top	of	a	browser	window),	search	engines	use
these	elements	to	begin	indexing	the	content	of	the	page.

The	header	on	99u.com	is	a	fixed,	or	“sticky,”	header	that	does	not	scroll
with	the	page.	In	its	initial	state,	the	header	takes	up	a	good	amount	of

http://99u.com


space	to	accomodate	the	logo,	tagline,	social	links,	and	a	search	feature.
As	the	page	scrolls	(bottom),	the	navigation	slides	over,	and	the	logo
appears	in	the	black	bar.	This	is	useful	for	long	pages	as	it	gives	users
access	to	the	navigation,	even	in	the	middle	of	the	page.

CNN.com’s	bold	use	of	their	brand	color	and	centered	placement	of	their

http://CNN.com


logo	make	for	a	distinctive	page	header.

Staples.com	is	an	example	of	an	extremely	functional	header.	The	logo	is
flanked	by	shopping	tools	like	the	search	bar	and	the	shopping	cart.

Navigation
The	navigation	should	stand	apart	from	the	page	visually	and	appear	in
some	way	to	be	clickable
Often	included	in	the	header	of	a	Web	page	is	the	navigation,	or	menu,	of
pages	available	on	a	site.	The	navigation	should	stand	apart	from	the	page
visually	and	appear	in	some	way	to	be	clickable	(or	tappable	in	the	case	of
mobile).	As	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	navigation	is	an	essential

http://Staples.com


part	of	the	usability	of	a	site,	therefore	the	button	labeling	should	be	clear
and	legible.
Often,	there	is	a	need	to	break	up	the	navigation	into	primary	and
secondary	navigation	areas.	The	primary	navigation	should	lead	to	the
pages	most	useful	to	the	users	and	the	labels	should	clearly	and	concisely
convey	the	content	they	lead	to.	The	secondary	navigation	usually
contains	things	like	company	info,	contact	information,	and	possibly	a	link
to	a	blog	or	other	secondary	items.	This	division	not	only	helps	with	the
usability	of	a	site	but	it	also	helps	create	a	sense	of	visual	organization
and	hierarchy	on	a	page.

The	heavily	stylized	drop-down	menu	on	this	site	helps	it	fit	in	with	the
rest	of	the	site	design.



Mashable.com	has	an	elegant	drop-down	system	that	presents	the	user
with	photos	for	the	key	stories,	attracting	them	to	the	content.
Navigation	can	be	horizontal	along	the	top	of	a	page	or	vertical	along	the
side	of	a	page,	or	even	a	combination	of	the	two.	Navigational	elements
are	also	contained	in	the	footer	of	a	page,	which	is	discussed	later	in	this
chapter.

Feature	Area
One	indication	of	effective	design	is	a	clearly	defined	hierarchy	of
information.	To	achieve	this,	designers	use	a	focal	point—an	area	in	the

http://Mashable.com


composition	that	is	perceived	before	all	others	and	serves	as	an	entry
point	into	the	layout.	In	Web	design	this	is	often	the	main	feature	area.
This	area	usually	takes	up	a	large	portion	of	the	home	page,	has	the	most
vibrant	color	and	typography,	and	usually	features	some	sort	of	motion	or
animation.	All	of	these	things	combine	to	make	it	the	most	important
visual	item	on	the	page.
The	most	common	option	for	a	feature	area	is	a	slideshow	of	imagery	and
content	from	the	site.	This	can	be	achieved	using	SEO-friendly	technology
like	JavaScript	and	Ajax.	Adobe	Flash	can	also	be	used	for	highly
interactive	feature	areas	or	ones	that	involve	sophisticated	animation.



MarthaStewart.com	has	a	tasteful	feature	slideshow	that	highlights
various	content	from	the	site	with	each	frame	indicated	by	a	tab	at	the
bottom.	This	solution	also	includes	a	pause/play	button	so	users	can	stop
the	animation,	reducing	distractions	as	they	read	other	content	on	the
page.
To	achieve	hierarchy,	designers	use	a	focal	point—an	area	in	the
composition	that	is	perceived	before	all	others.



Apple.com	uses	the	feature	area	to	highlight	their	latest	products.
Dramatic	photos	combined	with	simple,	pithy	headlines	set	in	minimalist
typography	result	in	an	impactful	presentation	with	a	clear	focal	point	and
call	to	action.



The	feature	area	on	Disney.com	extends	beyond	the	confines	of	the	box	in
which	it	is	contained.	The	background	color	changes	based	on	the	content
of	the	“slide,”	giving	the	entire	page	a	unique	feel	with	every	change.

http://Disney.com


The	feature	area	of	a	Web	page	doesn’t	need	to	be	boxed	in.	This	stunning
example	from	EA.com	blurrs	the	lines	between	a	feature	area	and	a
background	image.

http://EA.com


Body/Content
The	body	or	content	area	of	a	Web	site	is	where	users	spend	most	of	their
time,	as	it	usually	represents	the	end	of	their	search	for	content.	This	is
where	traditional	design	ideas	of	legibility	and	clarity	come	into	play,	but
with	some	added	considerations.	A	Web	page	can	be	any	height,	however,
it	is	always	seen	through	a	window,	the	size	of	which	is	determined	by	the
user’s	settings.	The	area	of	a	page	that	users	first	see	in	their	browser
window	when	a	page	loads	is	the	area	known	to	be	above	the	fold.	The
content	in	this	area	must	quickly	convey	the	nature	of	the	content	that
appears	outside	of	that	area,	known	as	below	the	fold.	Telegraphing	the
content	on	a	page	with	clear	and	descriptive	headlines	as	well	as
appropriate	imagery	is	not	the	same	as	delivering	all	of	the	content	above
the	fold.	Users	have	become	accustomed	to	scrolling	down	a	page	in	order
to	reveal	more	content,	just	as	newspaper	readers	will	leaf	through	a
paper	as	a	story	progresses.
It’s	important	to	break	up	long	stretches	of	content	with	white	space	and
clearly	identifiable	subheadings.	These	breaks	in	the	content	allow	users
to	skim	the	page	quickly,	and	it	gives	them	multiple	entry	points	into	the
content.	Dividing	up	the	content	by	using	heading	tags	(<H1>,	<H2>,
and	so	on)	helps	search	engines	evaluate	the	content	of	a	page.	Some
search	engines	place	a	higher	value	on	words	contained	within	these	tags,
since	they	tend	to	summarize	the	key	points	from	the	content.	Learn	more
about	SEO	in	chapter	7.
Breaks	in	the	content	allow	users	to	scan	the	layout	quickly	and	give	them
multiple	entry	points	into	the	page.



Bolded	subheads,	iconography,	and	generous	white	space	make	this	page
from	Apple.com	easy	to	scan	to	find	the	information	you’re	looking	for.

Linked	words	within	the	text	of	a	page	help	to	organize	ideas	and	reduce
the	need	for	long	pages;	if	a	user	would	like	to	know	more	about	a	related
topic,	the	user	can	click	to	another	page	rather	than	have	all	the
information	on	a	single	page.





Highlighted	text	links	on	both	GapersBlock.com	and	AndyRutledge.com
help	the	user	scan	for	related	information	and	key	ideas	contained	within
the	linked	text.

http://GapersBlock.com
http://AndyRutledge.com


The	optimal	line	length	for	ideal	legibility	is	no	more	than	two	to	two	and
a	half	alphabets—52	to	65	characters.
In	addition	to	not	having	a	height	limit,	Web	pages	also	don’t	have	a	limit
to	how	wide	they	can	be.	Web	designers	have	two	options	for	addressing
the	problem	of	page	width	variability.	Most	current	sites	have	a	fixed
width	frame	or	boundary,	whereas	the	content	is	confined	to	a	box	with	a
set	size	that	floats	in	the	browser	window	as	it	expands	and	contracts.	The
second	option	is	to	have	variable-width	columns.	Variable-width	layouts
were	popular	in	early	Web	design	primarily	because	they	were	easy	to
produce.	Designers	would	simply	flow	copy	into	a	layout,	unconcerned
with	the	consequences	of	expanding	browser	windows.	The	issue	with
variable-width	layouts	is	that	without	limits	to	the	length	of	a	line	of	text,
it	can	become	illegible.	Typographically,	the	optimal	line	length	for	ideal
legibility	is	no	more	than	two	to	two	and	a	half	alphabets—52	to	65
characters.	This	prevents	eye	fatigue,	both	from	lines	that	are	too	long,
where	users	might	lose	their	place,	or	lines	that	are	too	short,	where	the
user	is	continually	going	to	the	next	line	after	just	a	word	or	two.

These	three	examples	of	text	show	how	a	short	line	length	(top)	and	a
long	line	length	(bottom)	make	text	difficult	to	consume	quickly.	The
middle	example	contains	52	to	65	characters	in	a	single	line,	presenting
optimal	legibility.



Wikipedia.org	uses	a	variable	width	for	the	body/content	area	of	the
page.	Both	of	these	images	are	of	the	same	page,	showing	a	narrow
browser	window	and	a	very	wide	window.



Sidebar
The	sidebar	of	a	Web	page	contains	secondary	information	that	either
supports	the	main	content	of	the	page	or	directs	users	to	related	content
through	the	use	of	submenus	and	links.	Areas	of	a	sidebar	are	often	sold
for	advertising	space.	Skyscrapers	and	Big	Box	ads,	as	they	are	known	in
the	online	media	industry,	typically	fit	well	within	the	modular	structure
of	a	sidebar.	As	with	the	header,	the	design	of	a	sidebar	should	blend	in
with	the	look	of	the	site	so	as	not	to	visually	overshadow	the	content	of
the	page,	helping	to	create	an	overall	feel	for	the	page.



Sidebars,	like	the	ones	shown	here	from	Kinder-Aktuell.de	(above)	and
Breez.com.au	(right),	are	useful	for	providing	supporting	information	as
well	as	advertising	space.

http://Kinder-Aktuell.de
http://Breez.com.au




The	sidebar	on	Vimeo.com	begins	with	a	call	to	action	for	new	users	to
sign	up.	The	300-pixel-wide	column	also	has	space	for	standard	IAB	ads
and	related	item	links,	each	color	coded	for	increased	usability.

Footer
The	footer,	or	the	very	bottom	of	a	Web	page,	is	a	critical	part	of	Web
design,	performing	tasks	for	both	the	user	and	search	engine	optimization.
In	the	early	days	of	Web	design,	the	footer	would	contain	the	copyright
information	for	the	site	as	well	as	a	couple	of	links.	Over	time,	Web	page
footers	have	grown	to	resemble	a	mini–site	map,	with	links	to	each	of	the
main	pages	of	the	site.	These	links	not	only	help	the	user	navigate	the	site
but	also	help	search	engines	like	Google	index	the	site	properly,
improving	the	search	engine	ranking—Google	places	a	higher	value	on
words	contained	within	links.
Technically,	the	footer	of	a	Web	site	contains	much	of	the	specialized
coding	for	the	page	like	page-tracking	code	or	lengthy	JavaScript
functions.	This	is	again	due	to	SEO.	Long	bits	of	copy	at	the	top	of	a	page
will	push	the	important	information	down	farther.	Google	places	a	higher
value	on	information	that’s	higher	up	on	a	page.

http://Vimeo.com


The	footer	for	GQ.fr	houses	all	of	the	related	information	that	a	reader
could	need	—	from	subscription	and	app	downloads,	to	social	media	and
contact	information.

http://GQ.fr


The	footer	of	automaker	Honda.com	gives	a	complete	list	of	areas	of	the
site	and	also	adds	a	small	bit	of	visual	interest	with	a	randomly	appearing
image.

Background

http://Honda.com


In	the	earliest	days	of	Web	design,	designers	would	use	a	repeating
graphic	in	the	background	of	a	Web	page,	imitating	the	effect	of	patterned
wallpaper.	Today,	thanks	to	increased	bandwidth	and	faster	connection
speeds,	Web	page	backgrounds	are	used	in	bolder	and	more	sophisticated
ways	to	complement	the	content	of	the	page.	Backgrounds	can	be	used	to
create	depth	or	dimension,	add	richness	with	texture	and	color,	or	even
expand	the	content	beyond	the	borders	of	the	page.



The	designers	of	Vaseline.com	turned	the	background	into	a	critical
element	of	the	page.	Large	images	of	smooth	skin	lie	beneath	a	simple
CSS	design	structure.

http://Vaseline.com


The	large	background	images	on	SquareSpace.com	integrate	with	the
content	and	give	added	detail	to	the	posts.

Wiski.com	uses	a	topographical	map	in	the	background,	which	also	gives
the	user	a	feeling	of	snow.

http://SquareSpace.com
http://Wiski.com




The	background	of	a	Web	page	doesn’t	need	to	recede	or	be	subordinate,
as	seen	in	these	examples,	both	from	Tennessee.	The	illustration	in	the
background	of	these	pages	adds	both	visual	interest	and	content	to	the
page.



The	background	images	on	en.opera.se	give	a	dramatic	sense	to	the	pages
of	the	site	because	of	their	contrast	of	scale.

http://en.opera.se


The	dark	wood	panel	pattern	in	the	background	of	these	sites	gives	the
pages	texture	and	creates	a	mood	that’s	dark,	rugged,	natural,	and
masculine.
There	is	some	debate	between	Web	designers	and	usability	experts
regarding	the	use	of	dark	background	and	light	text.	Most	experts	believe
that	it’s	more	difficult	to	read	light	text	that’s	reversed	out	of	a	dark



background;	however,	many	designers	prefer	the	look	of	dark
backgrounds.	As	with	many	other	decisions	a	Web	designer	makes,	this
one	comes	down	to	the	tolerance	and	preference	of	the	user.

Draplin.com,	the	Web	site	for	graphic	designer	Aaron	Draplin,	offers	users
the	ability	to	switch	from	a	light	to	dark	background.

http://Draplin.com


Blackle.com,	a	Web	site	that	employs	the	Google	Custom	Search	tool,
mimics	Google.com	but	with	a	black	background.	The	site,	created	by
Heap	Media,	claims	to	save	energy	by	reducing	the	amount	of	watts	a
monitor	needs	to	display	black	versus	white.

http://Blackle.com


CHAPTER	5
THE	ELEMENTS	OF	WEB	DESIGN
Creating	a	design	system	so	that	dissimilar	types	of	content	appear	to
work	together	is	what	graphic	designers	have	been	doing	for	centuries,
and	Web	design	is	no	different.	The	previous	chapter	explored	various
structural	and	spatial	methods	of	organizing	space	and	creating	a
structure.	Design	is	about	more	than	simply	organizing	information,
however;	it’s	about	making	something	distinctive	and	memorable.	This
chapter	explores	the	aesthetic	treatment	of	the	elements	within	a	design
that	not	only	help	form	relationships	within	a	system	but	create	a	visual
style.

This	page	from	the	Gutenberg	Bible,	the	first	Western	example	of
movable-type	printing,	represented	state-of-the-art	technology	when	it
was	produced	in	the	1450s.



Web	Design	Style
A	design	style	is	an	attempt	at	connecting	with	a	user’s	sensibilities	and	a
basic	need	to	relate	to	things.	The	elements	of	a	design	style	include	color,
texture,	typography,	and	imagery	use.	Additionally,	there	are	means	of
manipulating	these	elements,	including	creating	a	sense	of	scale	or	depth,
animation,	and	variation.	The	crafting	and	manipulation	of	these	aesthetic
elements	of	style	make	a	particular	design	unique	and,	better	yet,
memorable.
In	all	forms	of	design,	a	style	comes	primarily	from	two	areas:	the	trends
of	the	time—what’s	fashionable—and	the	technology	that’s	available	to
create	a	piece	of	design.	Graphic	design,	which	dates	back	to	cave
paintings	and	carries	on	through	the	carved	letterforms	on	Trajan’s
column,	handwritten	manuscripts,	Gutenberg’s	movable	type,	right	on
through	to	photo	reproduction	and	the	modern	computer	age,	has	always
been	heavily	influenced	by	the	technology	available	to	produce	it.
The	same	is	true	in	Web	design.	As	computer	technology,	browsing
software,	and	the	markup	language	that	makes	up	a	design	become	more
advanced,	they	influence	the	design	styles	and	trends.	Through	it	all,
however,	great	design	is	defined	by	the	fundamental	understanding	of	the
hierarchical	structure	that	makes	up	a	layout,	explored	in	the	previous
chapter,	combined	with	the	elements	of	style	that	give	a	design	its
uniqueness.

Color



More	than	any	other	design	element,	color	has	the	ability	to	guide,	direct,
and	persuade	a	user.	In	addition	to	its	instructive	qualities,	color	can
appeal	to	a	user’s	emotions	by	setting	a	mood	or	a	tone	for	a	piece	of
design.	Colors	signify	meaning	for	many	people	and	cultures,	making	it	a
powerful	tool	for	designers.	The	immediacy	with	which	color	can	be
recognized	makes	it	valuable	for	forming	clear	relationships.
Color	has	three	main	properties:	hue,	which	is	commonly	known	as	the
color;	value,	which	is	the	darkness	or	lightness;	and	saturation,	which	is
the	vibrancy	of	a	color.	Because	Web	design	is	based	on	the	colors	of	light
(red,	blue,	and	green),	the	range	of	colors	is	greater	than	with	print
design,	which	uses	the	reflective	palette	(cyan,	magenta,	yellow,	and
black).	Although	there’s	a	broader	color	palette,	predicting	the	exact	color
a	user	sees	is	difficult	because	of	variations	among	monitors	and
operating	systems.

Color	is	used	in	GuessThisPic.com	as	a	device	to	emotionally	connect	with
a	user.	The	bright,	vibrant	colors	are	intended	to	excite	and	engage	the
user.

http://GuessThisPic.com




Sometimes	limiting	the	number	of	colors	used	in	a	layout	can	have	a	big
impact.	The	use	of	yellow	in	the	navigation,	design	elements	and
photography	helps	Meacuppa.be	create	a	strong	and	memorable	visual
identity.
Relationships	of	color	help	users	create	associations	among	otherwise
unrelated	elements	within	a	design.

http://Meacuppa.be


Color	is	an	excellent	way	to	create	relationships	within	a	design.
USAToday.com	uses	colored	type	to	signify	various	categories;	blue	for
news,	red	for	sports,	purple	for	life,	green	for	money,	etc.	This	use	of	color
helps	users	quickly	scan	a	page	to	find	information	without	the	need	for	a
lot	of	reading.
Contrasting	color	can	help	a	designer	guide	and	direct	a	user	through	a
layout.

http://USAToday.com


Effectively	using	color	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	creating	a	colorful	design.
This	example,	NewYorkMag.com,	uses	only	touches	of	red	among	a	sea	of
black	and	white	to	lead	the	user	and	highlight	key	information.	The
schematic	illustrates	how	color	guides	the	eye	down	and	around	the	page.

Texture

http://NewYorkMag.com


Adding	texture	to	a	Web	design	gives	the	user	sense	of	a	tactile	experience
and	helps	connect	him	or	her	to	the	content	of	a	page.	Types	of	texture
can	range	from	smooth,	shiny	buttons	that	are	common	in	Web	2.0
design,	to	rough	or	grungy	treatments,	to	type	imagery	or	backgrounds.
Aside	from	the	stylistic	treatments	of	texture,	it’s	important	to	remember
that	on	a	macro	level,	every	design	has	a	texture,	intended	or	not.	Type,
images,	and	illustrations	combine	to	make	an	overall	texture	that	the	user
perceives	on	a	subconscious	level.



LeadersTheConference.com	employs	an	overall	texture	that	gives	the	page
a	unique	feel	that	pulls	the	user	in	and	unifies	the	overall	look.

http://LeadersTheConference.com


Adding	texture	to	a	Web	design	gives	the	user	the	sense	of	a	tactile
experience	and	helps	connect	him	or	her	to	the	content	of	a	page.`

The	stucco	texture	on	Jarritos.com	comes	from	the	Mexican	theme	that
permeates	the	site.

http://Jarritos.com


Handiemail.com	uses	a	subtle	paper	texture	to	enhance	the	concept	of
hand-written	letters	made	from	emails.

Imagery	&	Iconography
Studies	show	that	users	don’t	read	Web	sites,	they	scan	them.	For	Web
designers,	the	use	of	images	or	iconography	can	mean	replacing	wordy
descriptions	with	single	images,	making	a	layout	easier	for	a	user	to	get
information	from	quickly.	A	designer’s	choice	of	imagery	should	be
deliberate	and	add	to	either	the	branding	or	the	message	of	the	page.	All

http://Handiemail.com


images	add	to	a	Web	page’s	weight	or	file	size,	so	gratuitous	use	of
generic	imagery	can	impede	a	good	user	experience.



This	page	for	the	iMac	on	Apple.com	integrates	type	and	image	in	such	a
way	that	it	looks	as	if	the	type	is	wrapping	around	the	image.



mylapka.com	tells	an	entire	brand	and	product	story	with	imagery.	The
images	convey	the	features	of	the	product,	likely	better	than	paragraphs
of	copy	could.

The	icons	seen	here	on	ThemeKingdom.com	help	the	user	quickly	scan	the
content	by	relating	visual	elements	to	the	text.

Icons	are	used	in	this	example	to	quickly	convey	the	content	of	the	article
so	users	can	scan	the	page	and	glean	a	lot	of	information.

http://mylapka.com
http://ThemeKingdom.com


Hand-drawn	illustrations	combined	with	photography	layered	under	the
content	of	the	page	make	the	side-scrolling	site	as	energetic	and	dynamic
as	the	music	it	represents.

Scale



Contrast	of	size	or	scale	is	one	way	designers	can	add	a	sense	of	drama	to
a	design.	Having	a	dominant	element	is	critical	to	creating	a	clear
sequence	or	hierarchy	of	elements	within	a	design.	Scale	is	a	relative
design	element,	so	in	order	to	achieve	a	dynamic	feeling	of	scale,	small
elements	must	be	included	in	the	layout	for	comparison’s	sake.	Large
design	elements	that	break	out	of	borders	or	even	bleed	off	the	page	also
heighten	the	sense	of	scale.



Pictured	here	are	three	images	featuring	the	iPad	from	Apple.	Each	uses
scale,	but	the	method	of	achieving	a	dramatic	sense	of	scale	is	slightly
different.	On	the	far	left,	extreme	perspective	is	used	to	give	a	sense	of
depth	and	make	the	iPad	seem	larger	than	life.	In	the	image	on	this	page,
the	iPad	is	the	dominant	element	on	the	page	simply	because	it’s	the
largest	when	compared	to	the	other	elements.	Finally,	on	the	right,	the
iPads	are	breaking	out	of	the	defined	border,	making	them	feel	too	large
to	be	contained	within	the	space.



In	this	example	from	FamousCookies.com,	the	larger-than-life	cookies	and
typography	combine	with	the	smaller	elements	on	the	page	to	create	a
dramatic	sense	of	scale	and	appetite	appeal.

http://FamousCookies.com


In	these	examples,	JasonSantaMaria.com	(top)	and	TicWatches.com,	a
dominant	design	element	is	used	as	a	focal	point	to	the	page.	This	use	of
scale	pulls	the	user	in,	inviting	him	or	her	to	explore	the	other	elements
on	the	page.

http://JasonSantaMaria.com
http://TicWatches.com


Depth	&	Dimension
Applying	depth	and	dimension	to	a	page	gives	it	an	element	of	realism,
and,	like	texture,	gives	the	user	a	more	tactile	experience.	There	are	many
ways	to	create	the	illusion	of	depth	in	a	Web	design,	like	simple
overlapping	of	design	elements,	adding	gradient	color	and	shadows,	or
even	creating	three-dimensional	elements.	Adding	depth	to	a	Web	page
can	help	add	visual	interest	and	draw	a	user	into	a	design.



This	Web	page	for	developer	Oliver	James	Gosling	(goslingo.com)	gives
new	meaning	to	the	phrase	“above	the	fold.”	The	subtle	gradations	of	gray
and	cast	shadowing	give	the	appearance	of	an	unfolded	brochure.

http://goslingo.com


The	sites	pictured	here	use	color	and	perspective	to	create	a	dynamic	and
colorful	sense	of	depth.	The	site	above,	BasilGloo.com,	uses	photography
and	three-dimensional	type	to	create	a	realistic	environment.	The	site	to
the	left,	for	Joshua	Keckley,	uses	shadowing	and	texture	to	achieve	a
similar,	yet	less	realistic,	effect.	Both	sites	use	a	focal	point	to	draw	the
user	into	the	layout.
Adding	depth	to	a	Web	page	can	help	add	visual	interest	and	draw	a	user
into	a	design.

http://BasilGloo.com




From	three-dimensional	type	and	objects	in	perspective,	to	layered
elements	and	subtle	gradations	of	color	and	shadowing,	Syfy.com	appears
to	be	completely	designed	around	the	concept	of	depth	and	dimension.
Almost	every	element	of	the	design	seems	to	lift	off	the	screen.	The	main

http://Syfy.com


feature	area	is	a	shelf	where	elements	stand,	casting	a	shadow	onto	the
other	pieces	of	information.

Animation
Animation	is	a	tool	used	by	digital	designers	to	layer	information,	create	a
sequence	of	information,	or	simply	surprise	and	delight	the	user.
Animation	can	be	the	focal	point	of	a	design—like	a	slideshow	or	video	in
the	main	feature	area—but	animation	can	also	be	simple	and	subtle,	like
small	amounts	of	movement	when	a	user	mouses	over	a	button.	Too	much
repetitive	animation,	especially	on	pages	with	a	lot	of	content,	can
become	distracting	to	a	user.	Web	design	best	practices	dictate	that	the
designer	should	always	give	the	user	the	ability	to	pause	a	large
animation,	or,	if	an	animation	is	looping,	to	cycle	for	no	more	than	three
cycles.
User-initiated	animation	is	a	great	way	to	provide	feedback	or	build	a
story.	Animations	can	be	triggered	by	a	user	clicking	a	button	or	by
scrolling	down	a	page.	These	touches,	if	used	in	ways	that	are	true	to	the
client’s	brand,	can	really	heighten	the	feeling	of	an	interactive	experience
rather	than	a	passive	one.



PlayMapsCube.com	is	an	extraordinary	display	of	technology	to	create
interactivity,	animation,	and	delight.

http://PlayMapsCube.com


The	designers	of	CyclezMon.com	create
Another	popular	way	to	add	realism	and	depth	to	a	page	is	with	a	parallax
scrolling	effect.	Parallax	is	a	physical	phenomenon	in	which	objects	that

http://CyclezMon.com


are	far	way	appear	to	move	more	slowly	than	objects	that	are	closer.	The
parallax	technique	has	been	used	by	makers	of	cartoons	and	video	games
for	years.	Web	designers	now	use	a	parallax	scrolling	effect	to	add	interest
and	depth	to	a	page.



A	stunning	and	delightful	example	of	scrolling	animation	is	found	at
WeeSociety.com,	designed	by	the	design	firm	The	Office.	As	the	user

http://WeeSociety.com


scrolls	down	the	page,	elements	animate	and	build	to	create	colorful	and
playful	vignettes.



This	stunning	site	by	Frank	Chimero	is	an	outstanding	example	of	the
various	effects	that	can	be	created	by	parallax	scrolling,	from	multi-part
animation	at	the	top,	to	the	illusion	of	motion	pictures	in	the	middle,	to
more	subtle	effects	at	the	bottom.

Variability
The	speed	at	which	a	Web	designer	can	apply	changes,	combined	with	the
need	to	continually	refresh	the	look	of	a	site,	gives	Web	designers	the
ability	to	vary	elements	of	a	design	based	on	things	like	sections	of	the	site
or	specific	events—or	randomly.	What	was	once	considered	unthinkable—
altering	a	corporate	logo,	for	example—can	now	be	a	playful	way	to	add
relevance	to	a	Web	site.	The	best	way	to	keep	a	site	fresh	is	by	updating
the	content.	But	if	that’s	not	possible,	design	variations	can	give	the	user
the	impression	that	a	site	is	fresh	and	current.

The	USAToday	brand	is	based	on	the	variable	utilization	of	the	circle.
Once	a	globe,	it	now	represents	all	of	the	various	topics	reported	by	the
news	company.





The	header	of	the	Web	site	for	the	American	Institute	of	Graphic	Arts
features	images	of	design	work	from	their	archive.	The	images	randomly
appear,	giving	the	site	a	fresh	look	each	time	a	user	visits	the	page.
What	was	once	considered	to	be	unthinkable	can	now	be	a	playful	way	to
add	relevance	and	variety.





These	images	from	Google.com	show	the	playfulness	with	which	their
designers	treat	the	Google	branding,	from	the	anniversary	of	the	moon
landing	to	Dr.	Seuss’s	birthday.



The	Web	site	for	the	Maryland	Institute	College	of	Art,	MICA.edu,	offers
the	ability	to	select	from	four	student	project	thumbnail	images	along	the
top	of	the	page.	Each	selection	completely	alters	not	only	the	images	but
the	color	scheme	of	the	page.	The	color	palette	is	derived	from	each	piece
of	student	work.	In	this	case,	the	variability	is	user-controlled	and
conceptually	it	highlights	the	main	constituents	of	the	school:	the
students.
In	this	case,	the	variability	is	controlled	by	the	user,	and	conceptually	it
highlights	the	main	constituents	of	the	school:	the	students.

http://MICA.edu


Modularity
Modularity	can	mean	a	couple	of	things	when	it	comes	to	Web	design.	For
a	Web	designer,	modularity	means	creating	reusable	or	modular	design
assets	that	fit	within	the	established	grid	system	and	get	reused
throughout	a	site.	These	modules	not	only	create	design	efficiencies,	but
they	also	help	with	usability	by	repeating	recognizable	elements	that	a
user	can	remember.
Modularity	can	also	refer	to	the	necessary	design	flexibility	required	in
Web	design.	Some	types	of	Web	sites,	like	news	portals,	need	to
accommodate	varying	lengths	and	types	of	content	from	day	to	day—even



from	hour	to	hour.	Therefore,	Web	design	systems	for	these	sites	must	be
flexible	to	expand	and	contract	as	the	needs	of	a	site	change.	This	isn’t	a
Web-specific	principle;	newspapers,	magazines,	and	even	corporate
identity	systems	need	to	have	an	element	of	modularity	to	be	effective.
What	is	unique	about	the	Web	is	the	speed	with	which	items	in	a	design
need	to	change	(which	makes	planning	ahead	an	essential	part	of	Web
design),	the	fact	that	the	user	can	sometimes	control	the	content,	and	the
need	for	expansion	and	contraction,	making	the	ultimate	outcome
unpredictable.	Sites	that	have	user-controlled	modularity	use	JavaScript
technology	to	enable	users	to	drag	and	drop	content	“blocks”	above	and
below	the	fold	to	create	their	own	hierarchy	of	information.





CHAPTER	6
WEB	TYPOGRAPHY
“Typography	is	the	one	area	in	graphic	design	where	there	are	truly	rights
and	wrongs;	there	are	better-thans	and	there	are	randoms.”
Alexander	W.	White
Chairman	Emeritus,	The	Type	Directors	Club

Why	Type	Matters
Typography,	of	all	elements	of	design,	can	have	the	greatest	effect	on	the
success	or	failure	of	a	piece	of	communication.	This	is	because	type	carries
the	message,	and	the	craftsmanship	of	the	typography	can	either	enhance
or	take	away	from	the	message.	Many	designers	share	a	passion	for	the
art	of	typography	and	can	spend	hours	kerning	letters,	adjusting	the	rag
on	a	column	of	type,	or	hanging	punctuation.	With	Web	design,	however,
this	level	of	finite	control	is	difficult,	or	in	some	cases	not	possible	at	all.
But	before	examining	the	specific	nuances	of	Web	type,	it’s	important	to
understand	a	few	universal	principals	of	typography.
In	historical	terms,	a	font	is	a	complete	set	of	characters	that	make	up	a
single	size,	style,	and	weight	of	a	typeface.	The	term	typeface	refers	to	the
unique	styling	applied	to	a	set	of	glyphs,	including	an	alphabet	of	letters
and	ligatures,	numerals,	and	punctuation	marks.	Due	largely	to	their	use
in	relation	to	computers,	the	two	terms	have	evolved	to	be



interchangeable.	The	term	font	no	longer	refers	to	a	single	size	or	style,
and	can	even	refer	to	the	digital	file	used	by	the	computer	to	display
typefaces.
It	has	been	said	that	great	typography	is	invisible,	but	that’s	only	half	the
story—typography	can	also	be	beautifully	expressive	and	attention-
grabbing.	In	either	case,	type	must	carry	a	message	to	the	user.	The	two
opposing	characteristics,	which	combine	to	attract	a	user	and	convey	a
message,	are	called	readability	and	legibility.	Both	are	essential	for
effective	communication.
Readability	refers	to	how	well	type	can	attract	a	reader.	Typographic
posters,	book	covers,	packaging,	logos,	and	magazine	features,	for
example,	must	have	a	readable	quality	to	them	in	order	to	get	the
attention	of	a	reader—a	quality	that	makes	a	person	stop	and	want	to
read.	Readability	can	come	from	size,	font	usage,	composition,	color
usage,	abstraction,	or	anything	that	helps	type—or,	more	specifically,	the
message—stand	apart.	Effectively	readable	type	expresses	meaning
through	form	beyond	the	content	of	the	words	it	displays.	The	FedEx	logo
is	an	example	of	this	idea.	The	bold,	geometric	shapes	of	the	letterforms
imply	stability	or	reliability,	while	the	negative-space	arrow	between	the
capital	E	and	lowercase	x	implies	forward	movement	and	speed—all	this
with	the	use	of	only	five	letters	and	two	colors.
Legibility,	on	the	other	hand,	references	the	ease	with	which	a	reader	can
gather	a	message,	especially	when	it	comes	to	long	stretches	of	copy.	The
recognizability	of	individual	characters	in	a	font	as	well	as	type	size,
leading,	letter	spacing,	line	length—even	color	and	backgrounds—play	a
role	in	how	effectively	legible	type	appears.	Truly	legible	type	makes	it
possible	for	the	reader	to	perceive	only	content	and	not	be	distracted	by
formatting	or	decoration.
These	two	aspects	of	type	play	a	big	part	in	effective	Web	typography;
however,	the	level	of	control	a	designer	has	and	the	methods	he	or	she



uses	to	achieve	them	can	be	very	different.	Readable	or	expressive
typography	can	be	important	on	the	home	page	to	grab	the	user’s
attention,	define	a	unique	brand	characteristic,	or	alert	the	reader	to	a	site
feature	or	special	offer.	Legible	type	is	essential	for	article	or	blog	text	and
can	make	the	difference	in	the	success	of	a	site	that	invites	users	to	return
to	read	long	articles	or	posts.
WebMD.com	offers	users	the	ability	to	change	the	size	of	type	within	an
article.	This	allows	the	user	to	control	the	optimal	legibility	based	on	his
or	her	preferences—a	concept	not	possible	with	conventional	print
communications.	The	images	below	show	small,	medium,	and	large	type
sizes.

http://WebMD.com


Measuring	Type
Type	and	typographic	properties	such	as	spacing	are	commonly	measured
in	em	units.	An	em	is	a	square	unit	that	represents	the	distance	between
baselines	when	type	is	set	without	line	spacing	or	leading.	An	em	square
is	equal	to	the	size	of	the	type;	for	example,	an	em	space	for	12
pixel/point	type	is	a	12-pixel	square.
While	an	em	is	equal	to	the	type	size,	the	individual	characters	don’t
necessarily	fit	within	an	em	square—they	can	be	larger	or	smaller.	As	seen
in	the	diagram	below,	a	Dispatch	M	fits	within	a	single	em	unit	of	110
points,	however	the	Burgues	Script	M	at	the	same	size	is	not	confined	to
the	em	unit.
In	Web	design—more	specifically,	CSS	styling—type	can	be	defined	using
em	units.	Ems	are	used	for	relative	sizing	and	for	type	they’re	used	in	the
font-size	attribute.
Most	browsers	default	to	16-pixel	type	as	a	general	rule.	So	if	a	designer
specs	type	at	75	percent,	the	size	of	the	type	will	be	12	pixels.	The	default
can	also	be	altered	globally	by	styling	the	<body>	tag.	If	in	the	body	tag
the	font	size	is	set	to	62.5	percent,	then	the	default	for	all	type	on	a	site	is
10	pixels	(16	x	.625	=	10).	Therefore,	the	math	for	defining	other	sizes
become	easier:	for	15-pixel	type	the	font	size	would	be	set	to	1.5	em;	24-
pixel	type	would	be	2.4	em,	etc.

110-pt.	Dispatch



110-pt.	Burgues	Script
The	optimal	choice	for	displaying	type	depends	mostly	on	the	needs	of	the
client	and	the	capabilities	of	the	target	user.
While	there	are	limitations	to	the	control	a	designer	has	over	typographic
details	on	the	Web,	there	are	also	methods,	unique	to	Web	design,	of
turning	over	control	to	the	user	so	he	or	she	may	create	personalized
settings	for	legibility.	Many	sites	give	users	the	ability	to	change	the	size
of	text,	and	some	sites	even	give	users	the	option	of	choosing	their	own
fonts.

This	image	of	MidtSommerJazz.no	shows	all	three	methods	of	displaying
type	on	the	Web—	images,	Web-safe	fonts,	and	embedded	fonts.

Types	of	Web	Type

http://MidtSommerJazz.no


For	years	Web	designers	were	constricted	to	only	two	options	for	Web
typography—images	of	type	and	system	fonts	(the	fonts	found	universally
on	devices	used	to	browse	the	Web).	Using	images	to	display	type	is	a
static	method	of	rendering	type—the	type	is	rendered	once	by	the
designer	or	producer,	and	that	image	is	distributed	throughout	the	Web	to
be	viewed	by	the	user.	Using	Web-safe	fonts	is	a	means	of	displaying
content	as	live	text,	which	is	rendered	by	the	user’s	browser.	Live	text
generally	offers	less	control	to	the	designer	but	more	control	to	the	user
with	which	to	manipulate	aesthetics	and/or	search	the	content.
However,	that	all	changed	with	three	important	innovations:	widespread
browser	support	for	the	@font-face	CSS	command;	the	emergence	of	font
delivery	technology;	and	the	development	of	the	Web	Open	Font	Format
(WOFF).	Now	designers	have	three	primary	choices	when	selecting
methods	of	displaying	type	within	a	design:

Images	of	type
Web-safe	system	fonts
@font-face	fonts

Why	is	this	choice	so	significant?	The	reason	selecting	a	method	with
which	to	display	type	is	so	critical	to	Web	design	is	due	to	the	fact	that
type	delivers	content	and	content	drives	the	success	of	most	Web	sites.
Content	is	what	users	search	for.	Content	is	what	search	engines	index
and	catalog,	and	search	engines	can	only	pull	content	from	live	text—
images	of	type	are	not	indexable	by	search	engines.	Content,	however,
must	be	dressed	with	some	form	of	style	or	branding	in	order	to	be	truly
effective	for	the	Web	site’s	owner.	Purely	displaying	content	without	some
sort	of	visual	expressiveness	or	uniqueness	decreases	its	memorability	and
therefore	decreases	its	value	to	the	client.	The	following	pages	explore



examples	of	each	method	of	displaying	type,	and	details	the	benefits	and
drawbacks	for	each.

Image	Type
Images	of	type	offer	a	Web	designer	the	most	control	over	the	typography
on	a	Web	page.	A	designer	can	freely	choose	a	font	from	his	or	her	library,
adjust	the	kerning,	add	filters	and	effects,	etc.—all	the	things	that
traditional	print	designers	are	used	to	doing	with	type.	Images	of	type
enable	a	designer	to	match	branding	requirements	for	a	client	exactly,	or
to	express	a	concept	precisely	as	the	designer	(or	client)	envisions.
There	are	a	couple	of	significant	drawbacks	with	this	method	of	displaying
type,	however.	All-image	Web	sites,	where	the	type	is	rendered	as	a	jpg,
png,	or	gif	image,	are	extremely	limited	in	their	ability	to	be	indexed	by
search	engines,	and	thus	limited	in	their	ability	to	be	found	by	users.
While	it’s	possible	to	include	searchable	content	within	the	alt	tags—a	tag
within	the	image	tag	that	allows	the	Webmaster	to	input	text	describing
an	image,	used	mainly	for	handicapped	accessibility—this	text	does	not
have	a	high	value	with	search	engines	because	it	can	too	easily	be
manipulated	to	deceive	the	user.



The	home	page	of	chirp.twitter.com	is	almost	completely	made	up	of
imagery.	Only	the	navigation	and	a	newsletter	signup	are	Web	safe.	This
approach	is	effective	in	part	because	the	site	didn’t	need	to	rely	on	search
engines	for	traffic.	Instead,	users	were	alerted	to	the	site	using	viral
methods—word-of-mouth	campaigns	that	spread	through	social
networking.

http://chirp.twitter.com


ReadyToInspire.com	uses	a	beautiful	combination	of	hand-drawn
letterforms	for	the	headline	and	the	dropcap	with	Web-safe	type	for	the
body	copy.

http://ReadyToInspire.com


Served-MCR.com	is	rich	with	hand-drawn	type	and	illustrations	as	well	as
animations	to	create	a	grungy	and	whimsical	look	to	this	site	for	a	ping-
pong	tournament	for	creative	folks.

http://Served-MCR.com


The	best	approach	for	using	images	as	type	on	a	Web	site	is	to	limit	the
use	to	particular	areas	of	display	type	where	the	images	can	have	the	most
visual	impact.	Commonly,	designers	choose	to	use	images	of	type	for	the
main	navigation	of	the	site;	however,	this	is	particularly	damaging,	as
search	engines	place	a	high	value	on	linked	content.	If	the	main	links	are
images,	the	links’	value	cannot	be	captured	by	search	engines.	The	bottom
line	is	that	images	of	type	are	a	great	way	to	add	personality	or	brand
recognition	to	a	Web	site	but	should	be	used	extremely	sparingly	in	order
to	maintain	the	searchability	of	a	site.

The	hand-drawn	type	in	this	layout	for	cantilever-chippy.co.uk	conveys
the	sense	of	a	chalk	menu	board.

http://cantilever-chippy.co.uk


Finger-painted	letterforms	divide	up	the	sections	of	this	page	for
VintageHope.co.uk.	The	distinctive	look	and	feel	gives	the	site	a
memorability	that	standard	headlines	may	not	have.

http://VintageHope.co.uk


The	identity	for	the	Branding	graduate	program	at	the	School	of	Visual
Arts	is	distinctive,	creative,	and	could	not	be	replicated	using	only	Web-
safe	type.	The	solution	here	is	to	integrate	enough	of	the	custom	lettering
to	maintain	the	recognizability	of	the	brand	with	Web-safe	type	for
legibility	and	searchability.
Images	of	type	enable	a	designer	to	exactly	match	branding	requirements
for	a	client,	or	express	a	concept	precisely	as	the	designer	(or	client)
envisions.



Hand-drawn	typography	defines	this	site	for	Chester	Zoo.	The	kid-like	feel
of	the	site	reflects	the	audience	the	designer	and	the	client	were	trying	to
appeal	to.



Gnosh.co.uk	uses	hand-painted	type	and	photography	to	create	a	crafted
setting	in	line	with	the	concept	of	hand-crafted	food.

http://Gnosh.co.uk


Web-safe	Type
With	the	prevalence	of	@font-face	type	available	to	designers,	Web-safe
fonts	seem	to	be	becoming	extinct.	Perhaps	someday,	but	for	now,	Web-
safe	fonts	still	offer	two	distinct	and	important	advantages:
Web-safe	fonts	were	designed	specifically	for	screen	use.	Fonts	like
Georgia	or	Verdana,	both	designed	by	type	design	master	Matthew	Carter,
were	created	with	the	intent	that	they	would	be	used	with	back-lit
conditions	and	at	small	sizes.	As	a	result,	they	have	large	x-heights,	open
counter	spaces,	and	wider	letterspacing	(see	diagram)	for	maximum
legibility.
The	@font-face	command	is	a	series	of	code	and	font	files	that	a	browser
must	load	in	order	to	render	the	type.	Therefore,	they	can	slow	down	the
load	time	of	a	page.	Because	of	this,	it	is	common	to	use	@font-face	type
for	display	type	and	Web-safe	fonts	for	the	text	or	body	copy.
Windows Mac
Arial Arial,	Helvetica
Arial	Black Arial	Black,	Gadget
Comic	Sans	MS Comic	Sans	MS
Courier	New Courier	New,	Courier
Georgia Georgia
Impact Impact,	Charcoal
Lucida	Console Monaco
Lucida	Sans	Unicode Lucida	Grande
Palatino	Linotype Palatino
Book	Antiqua Georgia
Tahoma Tahoma
Times	New	Roman Times
Trebuchet	MS Trebuchet	MS



Verdana Verdana
Symbol Symbol
Webdings Webdings
Wingdings Zapf	Dingbats
MS	Sans	Serif Geneva
MS	Serif Georgia

Being	able	to	do	more	with	less	is	an	essential	skill	for	a	Web	designer.

This	stark	and	stunning	layout	for	decknetwork.net	uses	only	Web-safe
type	to	display	the	text.	The	all-caps	headline	at	the	top	is	Georgia,
designed	by	Matthew	Carter.
Font	Stacks:	Designers	or	coders	define	Web	fonts	in	the	CSS	with	what	is
known	as	a	font	stack.	Font	stacks	are	prioritized	lists	of	fonts,	defined	in
the	CSS	font-family	attribute,	that	the	browser	will	cycle	through	until	it
finds	a	font	that	is	installed	on	the	user’s	system.	Font	stacks	list	fonts	in

http://decknetwork.net


order	of	the	designer’s	preference:	preferred,	alternate,	common,	generic.
Common	font	stacks	include:
font-family	=	Georgia,	[if	you	don’t	have	that	then	use]
“Times	New	Roman”,	[if	you	don’t	have	that	then	use]
Times,	[if	you	don’t	have	that,	please	just	give	me
something	with	a…]	serif;
The	limitations	and	unpredictability	of	font	stacks	present	a	challenge	to
Web	designers.	Limitations	also	lead	to	creative	solutions.	Doing	more
with	less	is	an	essential	skill	for	a	Web	designer.	The	sites	pictured	here
represent	a	wide	visual	language	using	only	Web-safe	typography.

Wordpress.org	(above)	uses	a	beautiful	mix	of	Georgia	for	display	type
and	“sans-serif”	for	body	text.

http://Wordpress.org


Jason	Santa	Maria	is	considered	to	be	one	of	Web	design’s	most	creative
talents.	Pictured	here	are	two	pages	from	his	site,	JasonSantaMaria.com,
where	he	displays	his	mastery	over	type,	Web	type,	and	imagery
integration.



This	all-type	solution	for	the	Seed	Conference	announcement	showcases
many	of	the	possibilities	of	CSS	type	styling.	Varying	type	sizes,	colors,
and	alignments	create	a	clear	hierarchy	within	a	unified	piece	of	design.

The	anatomy	of	a	good	Web	font

POINTS	&	PIXELS
The	most	common	unit	of	measure	when	dealing	with	type	is	points	and
picas.	There	are	72	points	in	.996	inches	and	standard	screen	resolution	is
72	pixels	per	inch	(PPI).	Therefore,	one	point	is	equal	to	one	pixel	when
referencing	elements	at	screen	resolution.



The	x-height,	represented	by	the	blue	line,	is	the	distance	between	the
baseline—where	the	letters	sit—and	the	top	of	a	lowercase	letter.	It’s	clear
to	see	that	Georgia,	designed	by	Matthew	Carter	specifically	for	the	Web,
has	a	higher	x-height	than	Times	Roman	at	the	same	size.	A	counter	is	the
“hole”	created	in	letters	like	a	lowercase	a.	In	Georgia,	the	counters	are
larger	and	more	open.	These	characteristics	combine	to	make	Georgia
more	legible	that	other	serif	typefaces	when	viewed	on	screen.



AListApart.com,	uses	a	beautiful	combination	of	Web-safe	type	(Georgia
for	the	body	text)	and	@font-face	(Franklin	Gothic	for	the	display	type).

http://AListApart.com


This	cohesive,	type-driven	layout	has	defined	the	A	List	Apart	brand	for
many	years.

Weblog.Cynosura.eu	seamlessly	mixes	images	of	type	with	Web-safe	type
—with	the	majority	shown	here	being	Web	safe.	The	centered	layout	and
delicate	line	work	give	the	site	a	classic	beauty.

@Font-face	Type

http://Weblog.Cynosura.eu


In	truth,	the	@font-face	command	existed	in	CSS2	and	dates	back	to
1998,	but	there	is	a	problem	with	it	when	used	by	itself.	@font-face	uses
font	files	located	on	a	server	to	display	a	typeface	in	a	browser	exactly	the
same	way	images	appear	on	a	server	and	are	displayed	on	a	page.
Therefore,	with	very	little	hacking	ability,	any	user	of	a	Web	page	would
have	the	ability	to	download	the	fonts	used	on	any	given	Web	page.	This
was	a	big	problem	for	font	designers	and	the	foundries	that	represent
them.	Fonts	represent	valuable	intellectual	property,	and	distributing
them	freely	through	the	Web	significantly	devalues	them.
From	this	need	came	a	plethora	of	font-delivery	systems.	Font-delivery
systems	like	Fontdeck,	typekit,	WebType,	TypeCloud,	and	Google	Fonts,
among	many	others,	use	proprietary	code	to	deliver	fonts	to	a	user’s
browser	without	ever	revealing	the	font	files	to	the	user.	Now,	designers
can	license	and	use	fonts	from	a	seemingly	limitless	library.	And	type
designers	and	foundries	can	protect	their	intellectual	property.



InkAndSpindle.com,	seen	on	this	page,	uses	the	Google	Font	Muli
designed	by	Vernon	Adams.	The	minimalist	font	can	be	used	for	both
headlines	and	body	text	as	seen	here.

http://InkAndSpindle.com




Bel50.com	uses	the	Google	Font	Enriqueta	slab	serif	for	the	body	text,	a
font	that	was	created	by	combining	robust	and	strong	serifs	from	the
Egyptian	style	with	softer	tones	from	Roman	typefaces.
This	makes	the	need	for	using	Web-safe	system	fonts	less	critical,	but
there	are	still	very	good	reasons	to	rely	on	Web-safe	fonts:	most	Web-safe
fonts,	like	Georgia	or	Verdana,	were	designed	specifically	for	screen	use;
they	have	design	characteristics	that	make	them	more	legible	when
viewed	at	small	sizes	on	a	screen;	and	the	@font-face	command,	like
imagery,	can	add	load	times	to	a	page.
Fonts	represent	valuable	intellectual	property	and	@font-face	leaves	some
question	as	to	the	end	user’s	ability	to	reuse	the	font	without	paying	for	it.
Font	styling	is	one	of	the	most	exciting	and	complicated	areas	of	Web
typography.	However,	it	is	not	the	only	area	of	focus	for	a	designer.	Web
typography,	like	all	forms	of	typographic	expression,	needs	to	illustrate	a
clear	sense	of	hierarchy	through	the	use	of	scale,	color,	and	typeface.	The
examples	shown	here	aren’t	meant	only	to	dazzle	with	their	typefaces,	but
to	use	the	typefaces	to	convey	a	clear	message.

http://Bel50.com


KCCreepFest.com	has	a	hand-drawn	feel	thanks	to	the	Google	Font
Homemade	Apple.	The	use	of	this	font	gives	the	site	a	feel	of	handwriting
with	the	searchability	of	native	type.

http://KCCreepFest.com


FastCoDesign.com	uses	a	mix	of	MuseoSans,	a	sans	serif	text	font,	and
FCZizouSlab,	a	custom	display	font	for	headlines.	The	combination
creates	a	nice	contrast	between	display	and	text	type.

http://FastCoDesign.com




This	site,	London-se.com,	uses	a	complex	mix	of	serif,	sans	serif,
condensed,	and	regular	type	to	create	a	beautiful	typographically-driven
layout.	The	fonts	used	are	Calofax,	Elena,	and	Publico	Headline.

http://London-se.com


Created	specifically	to	show	off	the	capabilities	of	WOFF	(Web	Open	Font
Format)	in	Internet	Explorer	9,	this	site	designed	by	Frank	Chimero	is	a
masterpiece	of	illustration,	animation,	and	typography.





The	openface	design	of	the	type	on	Fixate.it	matches	the	line	illustrations
used	throughout	the	site.	Creating	unity	between	type	and	image.

http://Fixate.it


The	designer	of	ChrisWilhiteDesign.com	used	bold	condensed	sans	serif
type	contrasing	with	serif	type	to	create	a	definite	visual	statement	that	is
as	distinctive	as	the	products	being	shown	on	the	site.

http://ChrisWilhiteDesign.com


Display	type	on	wineshop.hunters.co.nz	is	replaced	using	Cufón.	Different
than	@font-face,	JavaScript	applications	like	Cufón	use	SVG	graphics	to
display	searchable	type	without	using	the	font	files.

http://wineshop.hunters.co.nz


Not	all	@font-face	Web	typography	needs	to	be	big,	bold,	and	in	your
face.	This	example,	TheRivetPress.com,	uses	beautifully	crafted	details	to
create	a	distinctive	and	elegant	look.	The	site	uses	Brandon	Grotesque
along	with	Web-safe	Georgia.

http://TheRivetPress.com
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CHAPTER	7
SEARCH	ENGINE	OPTIMIZATION
Clients	are	always	looking	for	the	maximum	financial	return	possible	on
their	Web	project	investment.	Return	on	investment	(ROI)	is	critical
because	developing	a	Web	site	can	be	quite	expensive,	and	organizations
need	to	show	value	for	the	money	they	invest	in	a	Web	project.	While
design	plays	an	enormous	role	in	building	a	strong	brand,	and	well
thought–out	usability	gives	customers	a	great	experience,	neither	matters
if	the	target	audience	cannot	find	a	site.	Attracting	the	maximum	possible
number	of	site	visitors	is	essential	for	the	success	of	a	site—and,	in	turn,
the	success	of	the	company	that	owns	the	site.	Simply	put,	getting	found
is	everything	to	a	business.

Getting	Discovered:	Browsing	&	Searching
There	are	three	primary	ways	a	user	finds	a	specific	site:	by	typing	an
address	(URL)	directly	into	the	browser	address	bar;	by	browsing	and
following	links	or	advertisements	from	one	site	to	another;	or	by
searching	a	topic	in	a	search	engine	such	as	Google.	While	there’s	some
debate	over	this	topic,	most	research	shows	that	well	over	half	of	Internet
users	start	by	searching	a	topic	using	a	search	engine.	This	chapter
explores	the	considerations	one	must	make	while	planning,	designing,
coding,	and	promoting	a	site	so	search	engines	can	find	and	index	it.



Just	like	with	Web	design	and	Web	usability,	search	engine	optimization
(SEO)	is	continually	evolving	based	on	trends	and	market	factors.	It
would	be	difficult	to	codify	specific	techniques	in	a	book	whose	usefulness
is	intended	to	last	beyond	the	publication	date.	Therefore,	this	chapter
focuses	on	the	conceptual	foundation	of	SEO—the	basic	principles	that
form	the	core	of	various	trends.	The	exact	techniques	for	a	specific	market
or	site	can	easily	be	found,	ironically,	by	searching	the	Web	for	SEO.
Understanding	why	SEO	is	important,	and	the	basic	principles	that
influence	effective	results,	helps	a	designer	approach	the	planning	and
creation	of	a	site	with	the	correct	mindset.

Types	of	Search	Engines
There	are	two	types	of	search	engines:
Crawler	based,	like	Bing.com	and	Google.com,	which	find	sites	using
spiders	to	crawl	the	Web	and	index	content.	A	spider	is	a	software	tool
that	seeks	out	heavily	trafficked	servers	for	popular	sites.	Spiders	are
programmed	to	follow	every	link	within	a	site	while	indexing	the	words	it
finds	on	each	page.	Crawler-based	search	engines	gather	information
about	a	site	and	rank	that	site	based	on	a	series	of	on-site	and	external
factors	that	will	be	explored	in	this	chapter.
Directories,	such	as	dmoz.org,	rely	on	volunteer	editors	to	evaluate	sites
for	a	specific	topic	and	determine	whether	they	should	be	listed	in	the
directory.	While	these	types	of	directories	provide	highly	relevant	sites,
the	process	of	selecting	sites	can	be	slow,	which	can	result	in	some	newer
sites	not	appearing	in	the	directory.	Directory	sites,	however,	can	provide
significant	SEO	value	to	a	site	that	is	listed	with	them.	The	inbound	links

http://dmoz.org


(IBL)	from	popular	directories	to	a	site	help	to	dramatically	raise	that
site’s	ranking	with	crawler-based	search	engines.
For	the	sake	of	clarity	in	this	chapter,	it	is	important	to	define	a	couple	of
terms:	a	browser	is	an	application	installed	on	the	user’s	computer	and	is
used	to	browse	and	display	Web	pages.	Some	popular	browsers	are
Internet	Explorer,	Safari,	and	Firefox.	A	search	engine	is	a	Web	site	or
Web	utility	that	catalogs	sites,	through	various	means,	and	presents	the
user	with	a	list	of	sites	that	are	relevant	to	the	user’s	search.	Some	popular
search	engines	are	Google,	Yahoo!	and	Bing.	A	browser	requires	the	user
to	know	the	exact	domain	name	or	URL	of	a	site,	beginning	with	www.
and	ending	with	.com,	.org,	etc.,	while	a	search	engine	requires	only	that
a	user	have	a	topic	he	or	she	would	like	to	find	out	more	about.
Top	Crawler-Based	Search	Engines

Google 64%
Yahoo! 16%
Bing 11%
AOL	Search 3%
Ask 2%
Other 3%

Source:	Nielsen	MegaView	Search



Just	like	with	Web	design	and	Web	usability,	search	engine	optimization
(SEO)	techniques	are	continually	evolving	based	on	trends	and	market
factors.

Google,	Yahoo!,	and	Bing	are	the	three	most	widely	used	crawler-based
search	engines	on	the	Internet.
The	goal	of	any	search	engine	is	to	sort	through	the	millions	of	Web	sites
on	the	Internet	and	deliver	the	most	popular	and	relevant	sites	to	a	user
based	on	a	search	term	or	phrase.	The	goal	of	a	Webmaster	is	to	stand	out
from	the	millions	of	sites	and	get	his	or	her	site	listed	however	possible.
It’s	an	ever-evolving	cat-and-mouse	game	where	the	rules	change	over
time.
Early	search	engines	relied	mostly	on	site	content	when	developing	their
rankings.	A	spider	would	simply	read	the	text	and	the	markup	(the	tags
and	code	unseen	by	the	user)	to	determine	the	content	type	and	quality	of
a	page.	Some	of	these	hidden	bits	of	markup	code	include	meta	keywords,
which	can	be	listed	in	the	<head>	tag	of	the	HTML	and	are	intended	to
be	the	key	terms	and	phrases	used	in	the	content	of	the	page;	the	meta
description,	which	is	also	found	in	the	<head>	tag	and	briefly	describes
the	content	of	a	page;	and	alt	text	(alternative	text),	which	is	a	written



description	of	a	photo,	for	example,	that	can	be	translated	to	speech	for
vision-impaired	users.
One	issue	with	this	method	of	cataloging	is	that	these	unseen	tags	can	be
filled	with	irrelevant	terms	that	are	nevertheless	designed	to	yield	high
traffic.	Say,	for	example,	a	Webmaster	launched	a	site	for	a	brand-new
widget.	It’s	unlikely	that	anyone	would	be	searching	for	this	widget,	so	he
might	load	the	meta	tags	with	terms	related	to	cars—even	though	his
widget	has	nothing	to	do	with	cars—because	he	knows	millions	of	people
search	for	terms	related	to	cars	every	day.	He	may	even	put	some	white
text	talking	about	cars	on	his	home	page	on	a	white	background—white
on	white	wouldn’t	be	seen	by	the	user	but	would	be	read	as	content	by
the	spider.	Within	time,	this	widget	site	would	begin	appearing	on
searches	for	“cars,”	however,	when	a	user	clicked	on	the	link	looking	for
car	information,	he	or	she	would	be	disappointed	to	see	that	this	site	had
no	actual	content	related	to	cars—only	widgets.	This	is	called	spamdexing
or	Black	Hat	SEO.
Additionally,	as	the	Internet	evolved	through	the	1990s	and	into	the
2000s,	so	did	the	types	of	content	on	Web	sites.	So-called	“rich	media,”
such	as	Flash,	audio,	and	video	content,	cannot	be	indexed	by	search
engines	using	typical	methods.	Since	spiders	cannot	listen	to,	watch,	or
interact	with	content,	sites	that	employ	rich	content	were	not	ranking.
Search	engines	quickly	caught	on	and	began	adjusting	their	methods	of
ranking	sites	to	reduce	spam,	detect	Black	Hat	tactics,	and	increase	the
ranking	of	sites	that	employed	rich	media	like	video.	While	some	search
engines	continue	to	employ	a	site’s	meta	description	as	the	brief	blurb
under	the	link	on	a	search	results	page,	meta	descriptions	are	not
weighted	heavily	when	ranking	the	site.	Nor	are	meta	keywords,	alt	tags,
or	other	elements	not	seen	by	the	end	user,	because	of	the	ease	with
which	they	can	be	manipulated.	Instead,	search	engines	now	use	a
combination	of	a	site’s	popularity,	in	addition	to	its	content,	to	determine



their	rank	for	the	site.	To	do	this,	search	engines	not	only	look	at	onsite
elements	like	title	tags—the	text	that	appears	in	the	top	of	the	browser
window—but	also	offsite	factors	like	the	domain	name’s	age	and	links
from	other	sites.	In	fact,	offsite	factors	have	a	greater	effect	on	a	site’s
rank	than	do	on-site	factors.	By	effectively	understanding	which	sites	are
the	most	popular	in	relation	to	specific	search	terms,	search	engines	can
reasonably	ensure	that	the	content	is	relevant	to	users	who	search	those
terms.
Elements	and	Weight	of	Google	Ranking
1.	Trust	in	the	Host	Domain
2.	Link	Popularity
3.	Anchor	Text	of	External	Links
4.	On-Page	Keyword	Usage
5.	Traffic	and	Click-Through	Rate
6.	Social	Graph	Metrics
7.	Registration	and	Host	Data
Source:	http://www.seomoz.org/article/search-ranking-factors

The	Wild	West
As	search	engines	get	more	sophisticated	in	their	methods	of	evaluating
sites,	so	too,	do	the	individuals	who	intend	to	manipulate	the	results.	A
high	search	ranking	can	have	a	significant	monetary	value	for	an
organization	or	an	individual.	As	a	result,	the	competition	to	reach	the	top
with	high-volume	terms	can	get	fierce.	When	money	is	involved,	there’s
usually	someone	trying	to	cheat	the	system.
Honest,	content-based	methods	of	SEO,	like	those	discussed	in	this
chapter,	are	called	White	Hat	techniques—named	for	the	good	guys	who

http://www.seomoz.org/article/search-ranking-factors


always	wore	white	in	the	Wild	West	movies.	Conversely,	Black	Hat	SEO
tactics	are	deceitful	and	manipulative.	Those	who	practice	Black	Hat	SEO
are	generally	looking	for	traffic	volume	for	its	own	sake—not	to	entertain,
inform,	or	in	any	way	provide	value	to	the	user.
Search	engines	retain	the	right	to	punish	sites	that	practice	Black	Hat	or
deceitful	tactics	(knowingly	or	unknowingly)	by	removing	them	from	their
lists.

Keywords
It’s	essential	to	select	keywords	based	on	the	customer’s	point	of	view—
not	necessarily	the	client’s	internal	vernacular.
Before	one	can	begin	the	process	of	implementing	either	on-site	or
external	SEO	techniques,	one	must	first	determine	the	best	keywords	for
the	site.	Keywords	are	the	specific	terms	that	relate	directly	to	the	content
of	a	site	that	people	might	use	in	their	search.	It’s	essential	to	select	these
terms	based	on	the	customer’s	point	of	view—not	necessarily	the	client’s
point	of	view.	Very	often,	clients	speak	of	themselves	using	internal



language—like	product	names	or	industry	terms—that	don’t	reflect	how
users	search	for	information.	It’s	important	to	understand	how	a	user
would	define	a	client’s	business	and	use	terms	that	fit	that	idea.
Users	generally	search	for	the	solution	to	a	problem	they’re	experiencing:
“What	is	[blank]?”	“I	need	a	[blank],”	or	“Where	is	[blank]?”	Therefore,
an	effective	strategy	for	developing	a	list	of	keywords	is	to	position	them
as	the	answer	to	a	question.	These	might	be	single	words,	but	two-,	three-,
and	even	four-word	phrases	can	be	used.	Identifying	these	words	and
phrases	can	involve	a	few	methods.
Keyword	tools	such	as	the	Google	Keyword	Tool,	as	well	as	third-party
pay	services,	like	WordTraker,	help	identify	terms.	These	services	are
connected	to	a	database	of	popular	search	terms	and	can	cross-reference	a
specific	term	with	other,	synonymous	terms	that	may	have	also	been	used
to	find	sites	related	to	the	same	topic.	They	can	also	provide	information
on	the	volume,	popularity,	and	competition	of	terms	as	well.
Site-indexing	tools	crawl	a	site	and	provide	a	list	of	the	current	keyword
mix.	This	is	a	good	place	to	start	implementing	an	SEO	strategy	on	an
existing	site.



This	is	a	screenshot	from	the	Google	Keyword	Tool.	Searching	the	phrase
“Web	design	books”	produces	the	list	of	additional	keyword	ideas	seen
here.	The	list	is	helpful	for	determining	the	right	balance	of	competition
and	monthly	user	searches—too	much	competition	makes	a	word	hard	to
target,	yet	too	few	monthly	searches	make	a	word	less	than	valuable.
Old-fashioned	brainstorming,	or	role-playing—“If	I	were	a	user,	what
would	I	search?”—can	produce	a	valuable	list	of	terms	that	can	act	as	a
starting	point	before	using	a	keyword	tool.
When	developing	a	list	of	key	terms	or	phrases,	it’s	important	to	think	of
broad	enough	terms,	so	there’s	an	adequate	amount	of	search	volume,	but



not	so	broad	that	there	are	so	many	results	that	competing	for	the	top
spot	would	be	impossible.	For	example,	imagine	a	site	that	sells	golf	shirts
patterned	after	retro	shirts	from	the	1950s.	Simply	using	the	term	golf
would	be	problematic,	since	there	are	roughly	416	million	search	results
for	the	term	golf—everything	from	golf	clinics	and	clubs	to	golf	vacations
and	books.	However,	the	phrase	1950s	golf	shirts	is	too	specific	and	may
not	yield	the	search	volume	that	the	client	is	looking	for.	Therefore,
phrases	like	classic	golf	shirts	or	buy	retro	shirts	might	produce	the	right
volume	of	qualified	traffic	with	a	reasonable	ability	to	rank	highly.
Keywords	or	phrases	should	not	only	accurately	and	specifically	describe
the	content	on	a	site;	they	should	also	be	tailored	to	promoting	conversion
—a	topic	that’s	explored	further	in	the	next	chapter.	Most	sites	have	a
specific	action	they	would	like	a	user	to	take:	sign	up,	buy,	log	in,	etc.	For
these	sites,	it’s	not	enough	to	simply	be	found—it’s	important	to	drive
visitors	who	are	looking	to	take	action,	so	the	keywords	chosen	for	the	site
can	include	verbs	like	buy,	as	in	the	previous	example,	to	promote	high-
value	traffic—not	just	high	volume.
Keyword	lists	should	be	kept	at	a	manageable	length—25	to	75	words,
depending	on	the	size	and	type	of	site.	A	list	that’s	too	long	can	dilute	the
effectiveness	of	each	individual	keyword.	Consistency	and	repetition	is
important	for	SEO,	and	a	long	list	of	words	cuts	down	on	the	writer’s
ability	to	repeat	terms.	Although,	it	should	be	noted,	some	search	engines
may	flag	as	spam	a	repetition	of	the	exact	same	phrase	numerous	times,
and	this	can	be	detrimental	to	a	site’s	ranking.	The	terms	that	people	use
to	search,	and	the	concepts,	ideas,	and	words	used	on	a	site,	evolve
constantly—and	therefore	so	should	the	list	of	SEO	keywords.	The	list
should	be	revisited	frequently	enough	to	be	sure	all	of	the	terms	are
current	and	connected	to	the	user.



Designing	for	Spiders
Once	a	keyword	list	has	been	developed,	it’s	time	to	begin	employing
those	keywords	on	the	site	in	ways	that	provide	the	most	value	for	search
engines.	It’s	important	to	note	that	SEO	factors	shift	in	their	overall
importance,	and	no	one	factor	will	have	a	significant	impact.	It’s	the
combination	of	these	ideas	and	the	management	of	them	over	time	that
creates	an	effective	SEO	strategy.
When	designing	for	SEO,	it’s	important	to	remember	the	two	most	basic
things	about	how	a	search	engine	ranks	pages:

Is	this	page	what	it	claims	to	be?
How	popular	is	this	page?

The	former	is	done	by	highlighting—visually	and	technically—specific	key
phrases	that	describe	the	page.	The	latter	is	done	by	linking	to	the	page,
as	we	will	discuss	later	in	this	chapter.
While	the	majority	of	SEO	techniques	center	around	developing	content
and	establishing	relationships	with	like-minded	sites,	designers	can	have
an	impact	on	the	SEO	value	of	a	site.	Designing	for	SEO	means	using
Web-specific	design	methods,	especially	when	it	comes	to	displaying
content,	that	yield	visually	interesting	and	dynamic	results	that	search
engines	can	index.	This	involves	planning	for	an	appropriate	mix	of
graphics,	animation,	and	content.	Often,	sites	go	too	far	toward	one	end
of	the	spectrum	or	the	other;	too	much	of	an	SEO	focus	and	a	page	can
look	generic	or	under-designed,	while	too	much	of	a	design	focus,	such	as
overuse	of	Flash	or	graphics	for	key	text	items,	can	result	in	poor	search
engine	ranking.	However,	having	an	effectively	optimized	site	doesn’t
mean	it	can’t	be	designed	well,	and	vice	versa.	It’s	simply	a	matter	of
employing	the	correct	techniques.



The	AIGA	NY	site	employs	many	SEO	best	practices	both	seen	and	unseen.
The	site	architecture	is	clear	for	easy	crawling	by	spiders;	links	and
headlines	are	filled	with	valuable	keywords;	and	the	source	code	is
concisely	written.
Designing	for	SEO	means	using	Web-specific	design	methods,	especially
when	it	comes	to	displaying	content,	that	yield	visually	interesting	and
dynamic	results	that	search	engines	can	index.
In	previous	chapters,	this	book	explored	the	pros	and	cons	of	various
means	of	displaying	type—or,	more	accurately,	content.	Using	methods	to
display	“live”	text	(as	opposed	to	images	of	text)	is	important,	but	the
concept	of	designing	for	SEO	goes	beyond	just	using	Web-safe	type.	The



designer’s	arrangement	of	content	is	critical	to	effective	SEO.	Important,
keyword-rich	content	should	be	displayed	above	the	fold—the	higher	the
better.	The	content	should	be	broken	up	with	headings	and	subheads,	not
only	for	scannability,	but	for	SEO	as	well.	Keyword-rich	headings	and
subheadings	should	be	styled	using	the	“H”	tags:	<H1>,	<H2>,	<H3>,
etc.	The	content	in	these	tags	is	given	greater	weight	by	spiders	since	it	is
likely	to	contain	information	about	the	key	ideas	on	the	page.
Having	keywords	above	the	fold	for	the	user	to	see	is	important,	but
equally—if	not	more—important	is	having	keywords	appear	as	high	as
possible	in	the	HTML	code	for	the	spiders	to	find.	To	do	this,	pages	should
be	built	using	CSS	and	<div>	tags	rather	than	tables.	Using	tables,	an
older	method	of	building	page	structures	with	rows	and	columns,	results
in	longer	code	that	can	push	down	content	in	the	markup.	The	CSS	styling
should	be	imported	from	an	exterior	CSS	style	sheet	to	avoid	having	long
stretches	of	CSS	code	in	the	<head>	tag	of	a	page.	The	same	is	true	for
JavaScript	functions,	or	anything	that	can	unnecessarily	lengthen	the
markup.
Images	can	play	a	role	in	SEO	as	well.	Since	images	saved	by	a	designer
are	the	exact	same	images	that	get	downloaded	by	the	user	for	display	in
a	browser,	the	file	names	are	important.	Keyword-rich	file	names	can	help
SEO—widget.jpg	instead	of	img_123.jpg,	for	example.
Arranging	content	and	creating	assets	in	a	way	that’s	both	user-friendly
and	spider-friendly	is	a	unique	challenge	for	a	Web	designer.	However,	a
designer	can	only	have	so	much	influence	on	the	overall	SEO	strategy.	An
all-encompassing	SEO	strategy	involves	collaboration	among	a	designer,	a
copywriter,	the	development	team,	the	client,	and	even	a	media	planner.
What	follows	are	other	SEO	factors	that	designers	should	be	aware	of,	but
which	often	are	the	responsibility	of	others	on	the	team.



To	the	top	are	excerpts	from	the	code	for	the	Web	page	seen	on	the	far
right,	MillerWhiteSchool.org.	Only	some	of	the	important	SEO	features
are	displayed	here,	including:

http://MillerWhiteSchool.org


Title	tag,	which	appears	as	part	of	the	browser	window	above.	It
contains	valuable	keywords	that	users	might	search	to	find	a	school.
The	meta	description	is	used	by	Google	and	other	search	engines	to
describe	a	site.
The	meta	keywords	are	no	longer	heavily	weighted	by	search	engines
but	should	be	included	nonetheless.
The	navigation	is	text	based	and	filled	with	keywords.
The	<H1>	tag	is	actually	the	logo	on	the	page.	The	text	is	indented
off	the	visible	page	and	replaced	with	a	background	image	of	the
logo.
Subheads	are	styled	as	<H2>	tags.
Body	copy	is	filled	with	linked	keywords.
The	concluding	link	also	contains	keywords	rather	than	just	“Learn
more.”

Internal	SEO	Factors
On-site	SEO	influencers	can	begin	with	the	domain	name	or	URL	of	the
site.	Finding	the	right	domain	name	for	a	site	can	be	difficult	because	so
many	names	have	already	been	taken,	but	choosing	a	completely	arbitrary
phrase	could	hurt	a	site’s	SEO	value.	Using	a	keyword	in	the	URL	can
increase	its	relevance	to	certain	topics.	Also,	the	extension	applied	to	the
URL	can	affect	its	rank:	.com	and	.org	rank	higher	than	other,	less	popular
extensions	like	.me,	.biz,	or	.us.	The	age	of	a	domain	can	also	play	a	role
in	a	site’s	ranking.	Similarly,	keyword-rich	page	addresses	can	have	a
positive	effect	on	SEO.	For	example,	instead	of	naming	a	blog	page	using
the	date	(www.example.com/2010/05/05/),	the	name	should	reflect	the
topic	(www.example.com/widgets/widget_name/).

http://www.example.com/2010/05/05/
http://www.example.com/widgets/widget_name/


Developing	a	comprehensive	SEO	strategy	means	giving	each	page	of	a
site	an	identity.	This	identity	is	formed	and	supported	by	key	phrases	or
terms	placed	in	strategic	locations	throughout	the	page.	Not	all	key
phrases	will	be	used	on	every	page—in	fact,	that’s	a	common	mistake.
Instead,	each	page	should	focus	on	one	or	two	key	phrases	to	provide	the
most	impact	for	the	spiders	looking	to	confirm	that	a	page	is	what	it
claims	to	be.	Spiders	validate	a	page	by	weighing	or	giving	more
importance	to	certain	elements	over	others,	making	the	location	of
keywords	critical	to	the	SEO	success	of	a	page.
Probably	the	most	significant	location	for	a	key	phrase	is	in	the	<title>
tag	for	the	page.	This	is	the	line	of	text	that	appears	at	the	top	of	a	user’s
browser	window,	above	the	address	bar.	Crawl-based	search	engines	place
a	very	high	value	on	this	text,	as	it’s	very	likely	to	reflect	the	content	of	a
page.	Therefore,	the	content	of	the	<title>	tag	should	be	clear	and	to	the
point.	Repetitive	or	non-descriptive	<title>	tags	have	a	negative	effect,
such	as	simply	repeating	the	name	of	the	site	on	every	page	title.

GigMasters.com	is	a	site	that	allows	users	to	book	all	types	of
entertainment.	Their	home	page	(right)	contains	text	links	to	many
categories	of	performers.	These	links	combined	with	other	internal	SEO
techniques	consistently	put	GigMasters.com	at	the	top	of	search	listings.

http://GigMasters.com


Ultimately,	SEO	is	about	content—valuable	content.
Navigation	plays	a	significant	role	in	SEO.	Terms	that	appear	in	links	are
given	higher	value	by	spiders.	Therefore,	it’s	important	that	the	main
navigation	be	styled	using	“live”	text—as	opposed	to	images—when
possible.	Breadcrumbing,	as	discussed	in	chapter	2,	“Elements	of
Usability,”	is	a	great	way	to	get	keywords	into	links	that	appear	on	every
page.	Even	the	links	within	text	play	a	part	in	SEO.	When	leading	a	user
to	another	page,	it’s	best	to	include	keywords	in	the	link	(“Learn	more
about	this	widget”	instead	of	just	“Learn	more”).	Text-based	site	maps
provide	a	useful	tool	for	the	user,	but	they	also	provide	keyword-rich	links
for	spiders.	All	of	these	keyword	interlinks	demonstrate	to	a	search	engine
that	the	site,	not	just	a	single	page,	is	rich	with	relevant	content.
Ultimately,	SEO	is	about	content—valuable	content.	Each	page	of	a	site
should	contain	at	least	some	content;	avoid	landing	pages	or	splash	pages
that	simply	lead	a	user	to	another	page.	(More	on	landing	pages	in	a	bit.)
The	content	of	each	page	should	focus	on	a	single	key	term	or	phrase	and
should	be	updated	regularly.	Syndicated	content,	or	content	that	is	being
pulled	from	other	sites	via	RSS	(Real	Simple	Syndication),	does	not	have
significant	SEO	value;	in	fact,	it	can	have	a	negative	effect.	Most
importantly,	content	should	be	interesting	to	users.	Users	who	value	the
content	of	a	site	generally	tell	others	about	it	and	even	link	to	it	from	their
sites	or	through	social	media.	These	links	and	high	traffic	can	have	a
profound	effect	on	the	rank	of	a	page.

External	SEO	Factors
As	discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter,	search	engines	have	shifted	their
ranking	methods	away	from	focusing	solely	on	site	content	to	focusing	on



a	site’s	popularity.	The	founders	of	Google	developed	this	method	by
studying	how	college	theses	are	evaluated.	If	a	thesis	paper	is	referenced
by	another	thesis	paper,	it	must	have	merit,	and	it	must	be	truly	about
what	the	title	says	it	is.	The	more	theses	that	reference	another	thesis,	the
more	valuable	that	thesis	must	be.	Although	the	methods	and	details	shift
over	time,	that	is	how	Google	and	similar	sites	rank	Web	pages—by	the
number	of	sites	that	link	to	them.	It’s	a	form	of	validation.
Search	engines	look	at	the	inbound	links	(IBL)	that	a	site	has—links	that
people	use	to	connect	to	a	site	from	other	sites.	The	more	inbound	links,
the	more	likely	it	is	that	a	site	is	trusted.	In	addition	to	simply	counting
the	IBLs,	spiders	read	text	within	the	links,	and	if	it	matches	the	content
of	the	page,	the	ranking	is	boosted.	The	greatest	value	comes	from	two
pages	with	similar	content	linking	to	each	other.	Similarly,	but	with	a
slightly	lesser	value,	outbound	links	(OBL)	to	sites	with	relevant	content
can	help	with	SEO.	These	links	going	out	to	other	sites	have	lesser	value
because	they	can	easily	be	manipulated	by	a	Webmaster.	The	goal,
however,	is	to	demonstrate	that	the	site	exists	within	a	community	of	sites
with	connections	back	and	forth.
The	second	way	to	determine	a	site’s	popularity	is	by	evaluating	the	click-
through	rate,	or	the	number	of	times	a	link	has	been	clicked	by	a	user,	on
a	search	engine	results	page	(SERP).	This	is	where	the	meta	description
tag	for	a	site	comes	into	play.	While	Google	and	other	search	engines	no
longer	use	the	content	of	the	metadata	to	rank	a	page,	they	do	use	the
meta	description	as	the	blurb	below	the	link	on	their	results	pages.	A	well-
written	meta	description	can	help	entice	users	to	click.



This	diagram	illustrates	the	top	six	external	and	internal	SEO	factors.	SEO
factors	shift	and	change	over	time,	but	the	goal	of	a	Webmaster	is	to
illustrate	to	a	spider	that	a	site	is	exactly	what	it’s	claiming	to	be.
A	comprehensive	SEO	strategy	targets	high-value	keywords	with	both	an
internal	and	external	focus.
Finally,	a	site’s	popularity	can	be	determined	by	its	inclusion	on	directory
sites.	Since	directories	use	knowledgeable	human	editors	to	evaluate	the
type	and	quality	of	content	for	a	site,	getting	listed	in	a	directory	is	a	clear
indication	that	a	site	lives	up	to	its	promise.

Paid	Search



The	concepts	discussed	to	this	point	in	this	chapter	produce	what	are
known	as	organic	search	results—that	is,	the	ranking	of	a	site	happened
through	the	“natural”	patterns	and	habits	of	users.	There’s	another	option
to	market	and	promote	a	site	using	search	engines:	paid	search.	It’s	called
this	because	Webmasters	pay	to	have	their	sites	listed	on	the	search
results	page	for	specific	terms.	Paid	search	can	be	a	valuable	tool	for
marketers	who	are	attempting	to	gain	relevance	in	high-volume	markets.
Paid	search	results	appear	at	the	top	of	most	search	results	pages	or	on
the	right-hand	side	of	the	page.	There	is	always	some	indication
identifying	paid	search	results,	such	as	“Sponsored	Links.”	This	form	of
advertising	can	be	sharply	targeted	to	a	specific	segment	of	users,	making
it	an	attractive,	relatively	low-cost	option	for	many	clients.	Pricing	is
usually	based	on	the	number	of	clicks	an	ad	receives;	this	is	why	paid
search	is	also	called	pay	per	click	(PPC).	Pricing	is	also	based	on	the
volume	of	the	terms	a	campaign	is	targeting	(the	higher	the	search
volume,	the	higher	the	price)	as	well	as	the	position	or	“slot”	that	is
desired—the	top	two	slots	cost	more	than	the	lower	slots,	for	example.



The	areas	outlined	in	red	are	paid	or	sponsored	search	results.	These	links
are	paid	for	by	advertisers	targeting	specific	keywords—“SEO,”	in	this
case.
Paid	search	advertising	can	be	sharply	targeted	to	a	specific	segment	of
users,	making	it	an	attractive,	relatively	low-cost	option	for	many	clients.
Creating	a	paid	search	ad	generally	involves	very	little	design—certainly
none	for	the	ad	itself.	Instead,	ads	are	copy-based	and	styled	by	the
advertiser.	A	paid	search	ad	consists	of	a	headline	and	body	copy	that
conform	to	a	strict	word	count.	This	word	count	and	the	need	to	fit
keywords	into	the	text	make	writing	effective	paid	search	ads	a	unique	art
form.	Copy	for	an	ad	also	has	the	ability	to	be	dynamically	generated
based	on	a	user’s	search	term.	For	example,	a	PPC	ad	campaign	for
Florida	might	have	a	headline	that	reads,	“Looking	for	vacations	in
[Keyword]?”	When	a	user	searches	“Orlando	Vacation	Packages,”	the	paid
search	ad	would	read	“Looking	for	vacations	in	Orlando?”	This	gives	the
user	the	impression	that	the	content	behind	this	link	is	extremely	relevant
to	his	or	her	needs.
Paid	search	ads	can	link	to	a	page	within	the	advertiser’s	site,	but	for
greater	tracking	and	conversion,	they	can	also	lead	to	what’s	called	a
landing	page.	Landing	pages	are	specifically	designed	to	maximize	the
return	on	investment	(ROI)	for	paid	search	and	advertising	campaigns.
Often,	two	or	three	landing	pages	will	be	created	to	test	which	messages
and	design	treatments	work	best.	Over	time,	the	pages	with	lower
conversion	rates	are	eliminated,	again	maximizing	the	ROI.	The	topic	of
converting	browsers	into	buyers	is	explored	further	in	the	next	chapter.



CHAPTER	8
MARKETING	&	CONVERSION
This	chapter	explores	various	means	of	attracting	users	to	a	site	beyond
organic	search	traffic,	converting	them	into	valuable	customers,	and
maintaining	a	profitable	relationship	with	them.	From	paid	advertising
and	viral	marketing	as	means	to	attract	visitors,	to	cross-selling	and
upselling	and	email	marketing	to	keep	them,	each	phase	of	the	customer
cycle	can	have	a	large	and	lasting	effect	on	the	number	and	value	of	users
that	come	to	a	site.

Turning	Browsers	into	Buyers
A	Web	site	needs	visitors	in	order	for	it	to	be	seen	as	a	success.	Previous
chapters	have	examined	the	methods	of	driving	traffic	through	search
engine	optimization	(SEO).	SEO	and	search	marketing	sometimes	aren’t
enough,	especially	when	the	client	is	looking	to	gain	awareness	among	a
specific	target	demographic	for	a	product	or	service	that’s	new	or	that
fulfills	a	need	that	may	not	be	obvious	to	a	user.	In	these	cases,	a	more
proactive	form	of	marketing	is	required—Web	marketing.	Web	marketing
is	a	multi–billion-dollar	industry	covering	a	wide	spectrum	of	services,
from	banner	advertising	and	paid	sponsorships	to	more	organic	forms	of
advertising	like	viral	and	social	marketing.



When	implemented	properly,	SEO,	combined	with	effective	Web
marketing,	can	drive	large	volumes	of	traffic	to	a	site,	but	sheer	numbers
alone	may	not	be	good	enough	for	a	site	to	succeed	long-term.	Most	sites
require	the	user	to	take	an	action,	from	signing	up	to	be	a	member,	to
buying	things,	to	viewing	as	many	pages	as	possible,	to	help	with
advertising	impressions.	Therefore,	it’s	important	that	marketing	efforts
drive	high-value	visitors	to	a	site.	High-value	visitors	are	visitors	that
come	to	a	Web	site	not	by	chance	or	just	to	browse,	but	with	the	purpose
of	completing	the	required	action	of	the	site.	Finding	high-value	users	is	a
matter	of	promoting	a	site	through	the	proper	channels	to	target	the	right
type	of	user,	and	by	creating	a	compelling	campaign	that	appeals	to	the
needs	of	that	target	demographic.
Web	marketing	is	a	multi-billion-dollar	industry	covering	a	wide	spectrum
of	services	from	banner	advertising	and	paid	sponsorships	to	more	organic
forms	of	advertising	like	viral	and	social	marketing.
Browsers	can	be	converted	into	high-value	visitors,	once	they	arrive	at	the
site,	through	on-site	marketing	techniques.	Certainly	the	methods	of	clear
design	and	planned	usability	play	a	role	in	converting	browsers	into
buyers,	but	there	are	other	tools	that	a	design	team	can	use	to	further
increase	the	conversion	rate	of	users.	Cross-selling	is	a	means	of	telling	a
user,	“If	you	like	this,	you	might	like	that,”	and	upselling	is	a	means	of
telling	a	user,	“This	product	is	good,	but	that	product	will	satisfy	more	of
your	needs.”	Both	are	effective	ways	to	maximize	the	value	of	a	user.
Sharing	mechanisms	placed	throughout	the	customer	stream	on	a	site	can
help	spread	the	word	about	a	site	through	word	of	mouth.	This	type	of
social	sharing	can	be	seen	as	significantly	more	trustworthy	among
potential	users	than	banner	advertising.
Once	a	customer	has	engaged	with	a	client’s	brand	by	performing	the
required	action	on	a	site,	the	next	step	is	to	retain	that	customer.
Retaining	existing	customers	is	vital	for	several	reasons,	but	most



important	is	the	fact	that	it	costs	half	as	much	to	retain	a	customer	as	it
does	to	attract	a	new	one.	Provided	that	an	existing	customer	is	happy
with	the	experience,	that	person	can	help	attract	new	customers	by	telling
people	about	the	experience	and	can	even	provide	valuable	feedback	to
the	client	about	how	to	enhance	the	customer	experience.	Relationship
marketing,	which	is	used	to	communicate	with	existing	customers,
includes	social	marketing	and	email	marketing.	These	elements	help
customers	feel	like	they’re	on	the	inside	and	that	they’re	appreciated.
Although	entire	books	can	and	have	been	written	on	any	one	of	these
topics,	this	chapter	gives	an	overview	of	the	considerations	a	designer
must	make	when	attempting	to	add	the	most	value	for	a	client.

Banner	Advertising



Creating	an	effective	banner	ad	campaign	involves	many	disciplines,	from
copywriting	and	design	to	media	strategy,	technology,	and	even
psychology.	Users	have	become	accustomed	to	tuning	out	banner	ads,	so
getting	noticed	takes	knowing	the	right	techniques	for	a	specific	audience.
As	with	any	form	of	advertising,	Web	banner	advertising	starts	with	the
right	media	plan.	A	media	plan	is	a	strategy	for	determining	where	and
when	the	banners	will	appear.	These	choices	are	made	with	several
factors	in	mind,	including	the	relevancy	of	the	content	on	a	site	compared
to	the	advertisement,	the	amount	of	traffic	a	site	has,	and	the	cost	per
click	that	a	site	offers.
Once	in	place,	a	media	plan	will	dictate	the	types	and	sizes	of	interactive
marketing	units	(IMU)	needed	for	a	campaign.	The	Interactive	Advertising



Bureau	(IAB)	has	set	standards	for	file	size,	dimension,	and	animation
time.	Included	in	the	IAB	standards	are	Universal	Ad	Package	(UAP)	sizes.
UAP	standards	make	it	easier	for	companies	to	advertise,	since	advertisers
only	need	to	create	a	finite	set	of	banner	sizes	that	can	be	used	across	a
wide	range	of	sites.	Universal	Ad	Package	sizes	(in	pixels)	include:
Leaderboard 728	x	90
Wide	Skyscraper 160	x	600
Medium	rectangle 300	x	250
Rectangle 180	x	150
Mobile	Leaderboard 320	x	50

A	diagram	showing	the	complete	set	of	IAB	IMUs	is	featured	on	the	next
spread.

IAB	Ad	Dimensions,	File	Sizes,	and
Animation	Limits

Pop-Under
720	x	300,	40K,	:15



Leaderboard
728	x	90,	40K,	:15

Vertical	Rectangle
240	x	400,	40K,	:15

Square	Pop-Up
250	x	250,	40K,	:15

Micro	Bar
88	x	31,	10K,	:15



Button	1
120	x	90,	20K,	:15

Button	2
120	x	60,	20K,	:15

Full	Banner
468	x	60,	40K,	:15

Half	Banner
234	x	60,	30K,	:15

3:1	Rectangle
300	x	100,	40K,	:15



Half-Page	Ad
300	x	600,	40K,	:15



Wide	Skyscraper
160	x	600,	40K,	:15



Skyscraper
120	x	600,	40K,	:15

Vertical	Banner
120	x	240,	30K,	:15



Square	Button
125	x	125,	30K,	:15

Large	Rectangle
336	x	280,	40K,	:15

Medium	Rectangle
300	x	250,	40K,	:15



Rectangle
180	x	150,	40K,	:15
A	click-through	rate	is	the	number	of	people	who	have	clicked	on	the
banner	and	is	expressed	as	a	percentage	of	the	number	of	people	who
have	seen	the	ad,	called	impressions.
When	creating	a	banner	ad,	a	designer	is	looking	to	generate	a	high	click-
through	rate.	A	click-through	rate	is	the	number	of	people	who	have
clicked	on	the	banner	to	go	to	the	client’s	site.	The	click-through	rate	is
expressed	as	a	percentage	of	the	number	of	people	who	have	seen	the	ad,
called	impressions.	For	example,	if	a	banner	is	on	a	page	where	25,000
people	visit	and	250	people	click	the	banner,	the	click-through	rate	is	one
percent—an	admirable	rate	for	a	site	with	this	amount	of	traffic.	This	level
of	detailed	statistical	data	is	unique	to	Web	marketing,	and	it	enables	a
high	level	of	control	over	a	campaign.	Often,	a	banner	campaign	will
involve	multiple	versions	of	a	banner	and	over	time,	high-performing
banners	can	replace	low-performing	banners	to	maximize	the	click-
through	rate	of	each	placement.



Banners	present	a	unique	design	challenge	because	they	usually	exist	in	a
cluttered	environment.	These	banners	for	the	Starbucks	Love	campaign
are	instantly	recognizable	across	different	sites	and	the	design	is
consistent	throughout	the	varying	UAP	sizes.

Detach	and	Distribute



Because	click-through	rates	are	often	a	very	small	percentage	of	the
overall	impressions	a	banner	receives,	marketers	have	begun	thinking
about	and	utilizing	the	space	within	a	banner	differently.	A	technique
called	detach	and	distribute	brings	critical	content	and	site	features	to	the
banner	space,	allowing	users	to	engage	with	a	brand	without	ever	leaving
the	page	they’re	on.	Pioneered	by	Tom	Beeby,	creative	director	at	the
interactive	marketing	firm	Beeby,	Clark	and	Meyler,	detach	and	distribute
employs	rich	media	to	display	a	video,	capture	email	addresses,	or	allow
real-time	social	interactions,	for	example.	This	tactic	of	creating	a	mini-
site	within	a	site	can	be	highly	effective	for	increasing	awareness	of	a
product	or	service.

These	banners	created	for	GE	display	both	pre-recorded	and	live	video
content	from	GE.com	and	allow	users	to	comment	on	the	them	in	real
time,	right	within	the	banner	space.
Contextually	relevant	ads	are	ads	that	respond	directly	to	the	environment
in	which	they	are	served.
Context	is	a	critical	aspect	of	all	forms	of	advertising,	but	with	Web
advertising	it	can	be	taken	to	an	even	higher	level.	Contextually	relevant
ads	are	ads	that	respond	directly	to	the	environment	in	which	they	are
served.	This	can	mean	something	simple	like	placing	an	ad	for	fishing
boats	on	a	fishing	Web	site,	but	it	can	also	be	much	more	specific	by

http://GE.com


drawing	on	data	from	the	user,	including	time-specific	or	location-specific
placements.	Contextually	relevant	banners	have	been	shown	to	be
significantly	more	effective	than	one-size-fits-all	banner	campaigns.
Because	of	their	unusual	dimensions,	shapes,	file	size	limitations,	and	the
need	for	immediate	communication	of	a	message,	banner	ads	present	a
significant	design	challenge.	The	best	advice	a	designer	can	heed	is	to	put
him-	or	herself	in	the	shoes	of	the	user	and	ask,	“What	would	I	respond
to?”	The	answer	is	almost	always	a	simple,	relevant	message,	clearly
stated,	with	an	obvious	call	to	action.	Animation	can	help	grab	attention
and/or	build	a	message	within	a	limited	space,	but	most	sites	do	not
permit	repeating	or	looping	animation,	since	it	can	be	very	distracting	to	a
user.	Thus,	the	final	frame	of	the	banner	should	be	designed	and	written
in	a	way	that	all	the	critical	information	appears.	The	call	to	action,	which
is	a	sentence	with	a	verb	(learn,	click,	try,	etc.)	inviting	the	user	to	do
something,	should	be	clear—perhaps	encased	in	a	button-like	object—and
should	directly	relate	to	the	content	of	the	page	the	user	is	taken	to	after
clicking	the	banner.



These	banners	from	Apple	Computer	seem	like	ordinary	ad	placements,
but	there’s	a	twist—the	banners	are	synced	with	one	another,	making	it
possible	for	them	to	work	together.	In	the	ad	seen	here,	Mac	and	PC	are
reacting	to	the	leaderboard	banner,	which	states	that	Apple	is	number	one
in	customer	experience,	while	the	men	in	the	seemingly	unrelated	“hair
replacement”	ad	chime	in	to	the	conversation.



These	amusing	and	engaging	ads	were	awarded	a	Webby,	one	of	the
highest	honors	an	online	campaign	can	receive.



These	ads	for	MySpace	(top)	and	Pringles	(bottom)	use	humor	to	engage
the	user	and	convey	a	brand	message.	This	Pringles	ad	has	received
multiple	accolades	for	its	innovative	use	of	adverting	space.	The	ad
continues	seemingly	forever	with	mundane	conversation	as	part	of
Pringles’	“Over-Sharing”	campaign.
Getting	a	user	to	engage	with	a	banner	ad	means	getting	a	user	to	engage
with	a	client’s	brand.



This	single	banner	for	Zippo	lighters	appears	to	be	two	banners,	where
the	gentleman	in	the	upper	banner	is	being	heated	up	by	the	lighter	in	the
lower	banner.

These	banners	for	the	Toyota	Prius	invite	users	to	draw	on	the	banner.
This	action	triggers	an	animation	that	explains	a	feature	of	the	car.

This	interactive	banner	from	Lotus	Notes	collaboration	software	invited
users	to	collaborate	by	manipulating	the	letters	of	the	word	“IDEA”	into



various	pictographs.	Each	user	interacting	with	the	ad	would	be
responsible	for	shaping	a	single	letter.
Rich	media	banners	can	be	effective	in	grabbing	a	user’s	attention,	but
they	can	also	be	costly	to	produce	and	place,	making	them	suitable	for	a
limited	number	of	clients.
In	addition	to	standard	ad	units,	there	are	third-party	solutions,	such	as
EyeWonder	and	EyeBlaster	(Media	Mind),	which	provide	a	variety	of	rich-
media	expandable	banners.	These	banners	include	a	wide	range	of
interactive	experiences,	from	a	simple	expanding	banner,	to	banners	that
communicate	with	one	another,	to	page	takeovers	or	roadblocks	where
the	entire	Web	page	is	consumed	with	an	ad.	These	banners	can	be
effective	in	grabbing	a	user’s	attention,	but	they	can	also	be	costly	to
produce	and	place—so	they’re	most	suitable	to	a	small	number	of	clients
who	have	large	online	advertising	budgets.



These	rich	media	banners	for	McDonald’s	completely	take	over	the	Web
page.	The	top	image	is	known	as	a	“peel-back”	ad,	where	the	page	can	be
turned	like	a	page	of	a	book	to	reveal	an	advertising	message.	The	bottom
ad	is	an	expandable	banner	featuring	characters	that	dance	across	the
screen.



This	ad	for	Tostitos	includes	two	standard	placements,	a	leaderboard,	and
big	box,	and	also	the	background	“skin,”	which	visually	relates	to	the	ads.

This	ad	for	Sony	features	an	expand-able	video	player.	The	player
expands	over	the	page	content,	making	the	video	larger.



This	video	game	ad	consists	of	a	leaderboard	that	expands	with	a	graphic
and	a	video,	as	well	as	the	big	box	ad	along	the	right	side.

Viral	Marketing
Viral	marketing	gets	its	name	from	the	way	a	virus	spreads	rapidly	and
“infects”	a	population	organically.	Viral	marketing	works	because	such
pieces	provide	some	sort	of	entertainment	value	beyond	the	thousands	of
ordinary	advertising	messages	consumers	are	bombarded	with	on	a	daily
basis.	Successful	viral	pieces	hit	on	a	universal	concept—humor,	fear,	sex
—and	at	first	may	not	appear	to	be	marketing	pieces	at	all.	Branding	is
usually	subtle,	or	in	some	cases	nonexistent.	Because	consumers	are	so
overloaded	with	advertising	messages,	they’re	also	very	suspicious,	which
makes	viral	marketing	difficult—very	difficult,	in	fact.
If	a	piece	of	marketing	“goes	viral,”	the	impact	can	be	profound.	An	early
example	of	successful	viral	marketing	was	for	the	film	The	Blair	Witch
Project.	Instead	of	standard	big-budget	TV	and	print	ads,	the	producers
released	short	clips	of	the	film	on	the	Internet.	The	clips	were	hauntingly
scary,	and	the	supporting	Web	site	blurred	the	lines	between	what	was
real	and	what	was	part	of	the	movie.	The	film	cost	$350,000	to	create	and



market,	but	grossed	nearly	$250	million	at	the	box	office—the	highest
profit-to-cost	ratio	of	any	film	in	history.

The	phrase	“viral	marketing”	may	be	relatively	new,	but	the	concept	isn’t.
Guerilla	marketing,	popular	in	the	1990s,	involved	tactics	such	as	spray-
painting	company	logos,	as	if	by	street	artists,	to	get	people	talking	and	to
gain	credibility	among	an	urban	demographic.	Even	political	propaganda
or	rumor-spreading	can	be	considered	a	form	of	viral	marketing.

Elf	Yourself	from	OfficeMax	allowed	users	to	place	family	members’	faces
on	dancing	elves.

Viral	marketing	doesn’t	have	to	be	high-tech	or	high	budget.	This	viral
campaign	from	Kit	Kat	started	with	a	photo	and	an	email	about	seeing	the
face	of	Jesus.	It	quickly	spread	around	the	Internet,	carrying	with	it	the
Kit-Kat	messaging.



Burger	King	and	their	interactive	agency	Crispin,	Porter	+	Bogusky	have	a
long	history	of	creating	viral	content.	Seen	here	is	the	subservient	chicken
who	would	do	anything	(really	anything)	the	user	typed	into	the	field.



Also	seen	here	is	The	Simpsons	Movie	tie-in,	Simpsonize	Yourself.	This
Flash	application	allowed	users	to	create	Simpsons	versions	of	themselves.

Brief	History	of	Viral	Videos

2000

JOHN	WEST	SALMON

One	of	the	earliest	viral	videos	was	this	amusing	TV	spot	for	John	West
Salmon.	Styled	like	a	nature	documentary	complete	with	narration,	the



video	quickly	turns	into	an	outrageous	kung	fu	fight	between	a	fisherman
and	a	bear.

2001

BMW	FILMS

Traditionally,	companies	try	to	have	their	products	placed	in	high-budget
films.	In	this	example,	BMW	placed	a	high-budget	film	in	their
advertising.	This	glossy	series	of	viral	films	was	directed	by	David	Fincher
and	Guy	Richie	and	starred	actors	such	as	Don	Cheadle,	Clive	Owen,	and
even	Madonna.



2002

AGENT	PROVOCATEUR

This	over-the-top	viral	video	features	Australian	actress	and	singer	Kylie
Minogue	riding	a	mechanical	bull	in	Agent	Provocateur	lingerie.	What
started	as	a	Super	Bowl	ad	became	a	wildly	popular	Web	video—
especially	among	the	male	audience.

2006

DOVE



As	part	of	Dove’s	“Real	Beauty”	campaign,	this	viral	video	titled
“Evolution”	looks	at	the	transformation	of	a	model	from	makeup	to
lighting	to	retouching	using	time-lapse	photography.	The	message	to
young	women	was	as	powerful	as	the	visual.

2006

HERE	IT	GOES	AGAIN



Take	six	treadmills,	four	hipster	musicians,	and	one	infectious	song	and
get	this	low-budget,	ingenious,	and	fun	viral	video.	This	video	is	proof
that	viral	marketing	is	more	about	ideas	than	big	budgets.

2007

GUITARMASTERPRO.NET



This	extremely	unassuming	video	featuring	a	21-year-old	guitar	player
playing	Pachelbel’s	Canon	received	over	60	million	views	on	YouTube.
The	video	for	a	guitar	lesson	site	relied	completely	on	the	talent	of	the
subject—and	it	worked.

Social	Marketing
Social	marketing	is	similar	to	viral	marketing	in	that	it	spreads	organically
through	word	of	mouth—but	social	marketing	usually	involves	a	direct
benefit	to	the	user.	Think	of	it	this	way:	Viral	marketing	is	a	person	going
to	a	party	with	a	cold	and	spreading	it	to	the	other	partygoers;	social
marketing	is	a	person	going	to	a	party	with	good	news	and	actively	telling
as	many	people	as	he	or	she	can.



Social	marketing	is	used	as	much	to	get	new	customers	as	it	is	to	retain
existing	customers.	Building	a	social	relationship	with	a	customer	by
inviting	them	to	like	a	page	on	Facebook,	for	example,	enables	client
organizations	to	market	to	these	consumers	in	a	new	way.	Offering
coupons	or	exclusive	deals	can	make	consumers	feel	as	if	they’re	part	of	a
brand	and	therefore	will	be	more	likely	to	spread	positive	information
about	a	brand	to	their	social	networks.	These	types	of	seemingly	unaided
endorsements	have	a	profound	ability	to	influence	consumer	opinion—so
much	so	that	companies	are	continually	trying	to	blur	the	lines	between
“friends”	and	brands.



Social	media	isn’t	about	fancy	design;	it’s	about	engaging	consumers	on	a
different	level	than	other	forms	of	marketing.	Social	marketing	is	a



conversation	with	the	customer	that	makes	the	customer	feel	welcome
and	part	of	the	client’s	company,	as	these	examples	illustrate.



Ben	and	Jerry’s	and	JetBlue,	whose	Facebook	and	Twitter	pages	are	seen
here,	respectively,	do	an	excellent	job	extending	their	brand	images	with
social	media.	This	is	in	part	because	these	brands	already	had	a
conversational	relationship	with	their	customers.



Pinterest.com	has	emerged	as	an	engaging	social	media	tool	that
companies	are	using	to	promote	and	grow	their	businesses.	The	visual



nature	of	Pinterest	allows	users	or	potential	customers	to	scan	a	lot	of
information	very	quickly.
Viral	marketing	is	a	person	going	to	a	party	with	a	cold	and	spreading	it
to	the	other	partygoers;	social	marketing	is	a	person	going	to	a	party	with
good	news	and	actively	telling	as	many	people	as	he	or	she	can.

Perhaps	the	most	famous	and	certainly	one	of	the	earliest	social/viral
campaigns	was	this	one	from	Burger	King.	The	Whopper	Sacrifice	called
upon	Facebook	users	to	“sacrifice”	a	few	of	their	friends	for	a	free
hamburger.	The	campaign	was	extremely	successful;	however,	it	violated
a	rule	on	Facebook	that	bans	telling	friends	when	they’ve	been
defriended.	Because	of	this,	the	campaign	was	ended	but	its	impact	lives
on.



On-Site	Marketing
Once	a	user	has	found	a	site,	it’s	important	to	the	client	that	the	value	is
maximized.	Clients	want	to	get	the	most	out	of	each	visitor,	and	this	can
mean	different	things	for	different	sites—from	becoming	a	member	to
filling	a	shopping	cart	with	products	to	buy.	Getting	a	user	to	take	this
action	can	take	more	than	clear	navigation,	well-planned	usability,	and
effective	design;	as	discussed	in	previous	chapters,	it	also	involves	the
right	products,	promotion,	pricing,	and	placement—the	four	P’s	of
marketing.
Having	the	right	product	development	and	pricing	strategy	is	largely	the
responsibility	of	the	client	and	is	usually	determined	prior	to	starting	a
Web	project.	Promoting	and	placing	these	products,	however,	can	be	the
job	of	the	Web	project	team.	Promotion	is	a	means	of	giving	information
about	a	product	that	piques	the	interest	of	the	user.	It’s	the	job	of	an
effective	marketer	to	highlight	important	features	of	a	product	or	service
and	clearly	differentiate	it	from	the	competition.	The	Web	offers	a	variety
of	ways	to	promote	a	product	or	service,	from	photo	galleries	and
slideshows	to	highly	interactive	product	showcases.
Getting	a	user	to	take	action	involves	the	right	products,	promotion,
pricing,	and	placement—the	four	P’s	of	marketing.



The	product	display	on	MarieCatribs.com	is	not	only	user	friendly	but
client	friendly	as	well.	The	photography	and	clean	layout	make	accessing
the	products	easy	and	inviting,	which	can	lead	to	more	sales	and	higher
profits	for	the	client.

http://MarieCatribs.com


JaqkCellars.com	does	a	magnificent	job	displaying	their	products	in	a	way
that	enhances	their	appeal.	The	product	pages	are	simple,	with	a	single
focal	point:	the	product.	Flash	is	used	to	provide	a	360-degree	spinning

http://JaqkCellars.com


view	of	the	bottle.	The	dark	“ADD	TO	CART”	buttons	stand	out	from	the
page,	making	it	easy	for	the	user	to	enter	the	buying	process.
To	cross-sell	is	to	recommend	other	products	to	a	user	based	on	his	or	her
interest	in	a	particular	item.
The	other	P	of	on-site	marketing	is	placement,	which	gives	the	user	access
to	the	product	outside	the	context	of	the	standard	product	or	catalog
page.	Placement	is	the	association	of	a	product	or	service	to	content	or
other	products	or	services.	On	a	site	that	has	health	information	and	also
sells	health	products,	for	example,	an	article	about	sprained	ankles	might
be	accompanied	by	a	product	placement	of	ankle	braces	for	sale	in	the
store.
Cross-selling	is	a	form	of	placement.	Online	retailers	understand	that	if	a
user	is	in	the	mood	to	buy	one	item,	he	or	she	is	more	easily	persuaded	to
purchase	more	items.	This	is	where	cross-selling	comes	in.	To	cross-sell	is
to	recommend	other	products	to	a	user	based	on	his	or	her	interest	in	a
particular	item.	Cross-selling	associations	can	be	done	one	of	two	ways:
by	the	client	linking	products	that	relate	to	each	other	functionally—e.g.,
if	you	buy	this	Apple	computer	you	might	want	this	Apple	mouse—or	with
purchase	history,	where	users	make	the	associations	with	their	buying
patterns—e.g.,	“Users	who	bought	this	item	also	bought...”	Upselling	is
similar	to	cross-selling,	except	the	goal	is	to	get	the	customer	to	buy	more
expensive	items	or	services.	An	effective	way	to	upsell	is	through	the	use
of	a	features	chart.	Features	charts	show	side-by-side	comparisons	of	one
product	to	another,	highlighting	the	benefits	of	purchasing	the	higher-
priced	item.



The	items	along	the	left	side	of	this	page	from	MeAndMommyToBe.com
are	related	to	the	main	product	in	some	way	and	likely	to	be	purchased	at
the	same	time.

http://MeAndMommyToBe.com


Both	TommyBahama.com	and	JPeterman.com	cross-sell	their	garments	by
offering	additional	items	of	a	similar	style	on	the	product	pages.

http://TommyBahama.com
http://JPeterman.com


PotteryBarn.com	offers	a	variety	of	selling	tools	on	their	product	pages—
from	items	in	a	set	and	related	items	to	customer	ratings	and	reviews.

Email	Marketing
The	site	has	been	found	and	the	sale	made,	but	the	customer	cycle	has
one	more	component	to	close	the	loop:	relationship	building.	Building	a
relationship	with	a	user-turned-customer	by	regularly	communicating
with	the	person	can	be	extremely	valuable	to	a	client.	Repeat	customers
not	only	cost	less	than	new	customers,	but	they	are	likely	to	tell	their
friends	about	the	product	or	service,	which	breeds	new	customers.	One	of
the	most	effective	ways	to	maintain	a	relationship	with	a	customer	is

http://PotteryBarn.com


through	email	marketing.	Email	marketing	“pushes”	information	about
the	client’s	product	or	service	to	the	customer.	Relationship	marketing	can
take	the	form	of	a	newsletter,	where	product	information	is	accompanied
by	information	that’s	valuable	to	the	user.
There	are	strict	laws	governing	the	use	of	email	marketing	that	designers
and	their	clients	should	be	aware	of.	Failure	to	comply	with	the	laws
contained	in	the	CAN-SPAM	Act	can	bring	stiff	fines	to	a	client.	The	CAN-
SPAM	Act	dictates	the	following	guidelines	for	email	marketing:

Don’t	use	false	or	misleading	header	information	(“From,”	“Reply	to”)
Don’t	use	deceptive	subject	lines
Identify	the	message	as	an	ad
Tell	recipients	where	you’re	located
Tell	recipients	how	to	opt	out	of	receiving	future	emails
Honor	opt-out	requests	promptly
Monitor	what	others	are	doing	on	your	behalf



Source:	http://www.business.ftc.gov/documents/bus61-can-spam-act-
compliance-guide-business

http://www.business.ftc.gov/documents/bus61-can-spam-act-compliance-guide-business


These	email	templates	from	House	Industries	(left)	and	Adobe	Systems
(right)	illustrate	a	simple	elegance	that’s	required	for	email	designs.
Because	of	the	restrictions	of	mail	browsers	to	display	HTML	and	the	need
for	immediate	communication,	email	templates	must	focus	on	simplicity
and	clear	hierarchy.



Designing	an	email	template	presents	another	set	of	unique	design
challenges	for	Web	designers.	This	is	because	email	clients	(Outlook,	Mac
Mail,	etc.)	are	far	less	sophisticated	in	their	ability	to	display	HTML	than
Web	browsers	are.	For	example,	the	standard	width	of	an	email	is	600
pixels,	as	opposed	to	990	for	a	Web	site.	File	sizes	matter,	since	the	user
hasn’t	necessarily	requested	to	see	the	content	of	the	email.	Emails	with
long	load	times	tend	to	get	deleted	and	go	unread.	Emails	are	primarily
limited	to	HTML	and	standard	image	formats—jpg,	gif—but	Flash,
JavaScript,	and	movie	formats	are	currently	unsupported	by	most	email
clients.	Linking	to	external	files	for	styling,	for	example,	is	also
unsupported.	Therefore	CSS	coding	must	be	done	“in-line,”	meaning	in
the	individual	tags	for	each	HTML	element.
The	subject	line	of	an	email	acts	as	a	headline	and	can	play	a	pivotal	role
in	the	success	of	an	email.	Subject	lines	should	speak	specifically	to	the
subject	of	the	email	with	clarity	and	brevity.	Often,	as	with	online	banner
advertising,	multiple	subject	lines	are	tested	for	efficacy,	and	subject	lines
with	higher	open	rates	can	replace	more	poorly	performing	lines	to
maximize	the	success	of	an	email.	Email	layouts	require	simplicity	even
more	so	than	Web	pages	because	they	are	often	scanned	by	the	user.
When	creating	an	email,	a	designer	should	consider	the	primary	goal	of
the	email	and	focus	the	design	on	that	element	by	creating	a	clear
hierarchy	of	information.	Emails	should	include	at	least	some	HTML-
based	text	because	some	email	clients	and	mobile	devices	only	display	the
text	of	an	email.	The	footer	of	an	email,	by	law,	needs	to	indicate	who	the
email	was	sent	to,	who	it	was	sent	by,	and	a	means	for	the	user	to	opt	out
from	receiving	future	emails.
The	subject	line	of	an	email	acts	as	a	headline	and	can	play	a	pivotal	role
in	the	success	of	an	email	campaign.



These	email	templates	illustrate	how,	even	within	the	constraints	of	email
browsers,	the	design	can	still	be	an	extension	of	a	client’s	brand,
increasing	brand	recognition	among	users.







CHAPTER	9
ANALYSIS
The	final	component	of	the	Web	design	cycle	is	analysis.	While	all	forms
of	marketing	are	analyzed	and	optimized,	no	form	of	marketing	or	design
can	be	analyzed	with	the	immediacy,	accuracy,	and	depth	that	Web
marketing	can.	What	used	to	take	weeks	or	months	to	collect	and	report
now	happens	in	real	time.	This	immediacy	allows	marketers	and	designers
to	make	calculated	adjustments	that	improve	the	overall	performance	of
their	online	assets.	From	banner	campaigns,	to	site	design	and	usability,
to	email	campaigns	and	social	media,	all	aspects	of	user	activity	and
brand	engagement	can	be	tracked	at	a	granular	level.

These	counter	icons	are	what	Webmasters	once	used	to	track	users	who
came	to	a	site.

Closing	the	Loop



Web	site	statistics	have	come	a	long	way	from	the	counters	that	used	to	be
seen	at	the	bottom	of	Web	pages.	Those	could	only	tell	the	Webmaster	the
number	of	people	who	visited	the	site.	Today,	almost	any	action	by	a	user
can	be	tracked	and	analyzed—from	where	the	visitor	came;	what	words
were	used	to	search	and	find	a	site;	how	long	the	visitor	was	on	a	site;
how	many	pages	were	visited—right	down	to	if	the	person	converted	into
a	paying	customer.	Beyond	the	behavioral	statistics,	demographic
information	such	as	geographic	location,	browser	type,	OS,	and
connection	speed	can	also	be	collected.	Such	statistics	provide	a
marketing	and	design	team	with	a	wealth	of	useful	information	for
optimizing	site	and	campaign	performance.
Analytical	data	can	help	remove	a	level	of	subjectivity	from	the	creative
process	by	providing	qualitative	data	that	supports	one	direction	over
another.	Unfortunately,	this	data	may	not	always	support	the	designer’s
position.	Web	designers	must	be	open	to	the	notion	that	their	designs	will
need	to	change	and	shift	based	on	the	habits	and	feedback	of	their	users.
What	works	for	an	audience	today	may	be	different	next	year,	next
month,	or	even	next	week.	Technology	evolves,	users	evolve,	and
environments	evolve,	making	the	Web	and	Web	design	more	about
progress	and	adaptability	than	permanence	or	even	the	level	of	perfection
that	comes	with	other	forms	of	design.
The	most	common	method	of	collecting	statistical	data	is	with	Google
Analytics,	a	free	yet	remarkably	robust	tracking	system	provided	by
Google.com.	There	are	other	free	services,	such	as	Piwik,	which	is	a	PHP-
based	open	source	system	with	many	of	the	same	features	as	Google
Analytics.	There	are	paid	services,	like	WebTrends,	that	help	their	clients
interpret	their	site	statistics	with	reports	and	consulting.
In	the	case	of	Web	design,	very	often	progress	is	more	important	than
perfection.
This	chapter	examines	various	data	points	that	Google	Analytics	reports



on	and	how	they	can	affect	the	decisions	a	designer	makes.	Each	data
point	can	provide	valuable	information,	but	the	full	potential	of	Web
analysis	comes	when	the	statistics	are	used	in	concert	with	one	another.
Focusing	too	heavily	on	any	single	statistic	can	mislead	a	designer.
Combining	key	statistics	can	give	a	more	complete	picture	of	the	strengths
and	weaknesses	of	a	site.	For	example,	if	a	site	has	a	low	average	time-on-
site	statistic,	this	can	be	either	a	positive	or	a	negative—but	it’s	difficult	to
tell	with	this	statistic	alone.	If	the	low	average	time	on	site	is	combined
with	a	high	bounce	rate	(the	percentage	of	people	who	leave	after	only
viewing	the	home	page),	then	there	could	be	an	issue	with	engaging
people	in	the	site	content.	If,	however,	the	low	average	time-on-site
statistic	is	combined	with	a	high	number	of	pages	viewed	and	the	exit
page	leads	a	user	to	an	online	retailer	to	buy	the	product,	for	example,
this	would	mean	the	site	is	working	quite	effectively	in	driving	users	to
purchase.
What	follows	are	brief	explanations	of	various	key	statistics	that	Google
Analytics	reports	on.



This	is	the	Visitors	Overview	page	of	Google	Analytics.	By	carefully
tracking	and	cross-referencing	the	information	displayed	here,	a	designer
can	learn	critical	information	about	the	habits	of	the	users	of	a	site	and
possibly	inform	future	design	decisions.

User	Data
These	data	points	tell	a	Webmaster	or	designer	what	he	or	she	needs	to
know	about	the	users	who	visit	a	site.	From	the	number	of	visits	to	the
capabilities	of	the	user’s	technology,	understanding	the	user	is	critical	to
the	success	of	a	Web	site	project.

VISITS
This	indicates	the	total	number	of	visitors	to	a	site.	It	includes	new	and
returning	visitors	and	is	an	indication	of	the	success	or	failure	of	an	SEO
strategy	or	marketing	campaign.	The	number	of	visits	can	be	an	overrated
statistic	in	that	it’s	not	an	indication	of	the	value	of	the	visitors	in	terms	of
how	long	they	spent	on	the	site	or	what	percentage	are	returning	because
they	liked	the	experience.	Like	most	of	the	statistics	in	this	chapter,	the
analyst	needs	to	cross-reference	the	visits	statistic	with	other	statistics	to
really	understand	its	value.
The	term	visits	is	sometimes	confused	with	hits,	but	the	two	terms	are	not
synonymous.	A	hit	is	a	reference	to	the	retrieval	of	a	page	asset	from	a
server.	For	example,	if	a	single	user	goes	to	a	page	with	eight	images	and
an	external	CSS	file,	each	image	plus	the	page	and	the	CSS	file	will	count
as	a	hit—in	this	case,	ten	hits—but	the	page	will	have	gotten	only	one



visit.	While	hits	have	importance	to	an	IT	staff,	designers	and	marketers
should	avoid	citing	hits	as	an	indicator	of	a	site’s	popularity,	as	it	can
represent	a	misleading	and	inflated	view	of	site	statistics.

ABSOLUTE	UNIQUE	VISITORS
Absolute	unique	visitors	are	visitors	visiting	a	site	for	the	very	first	time.
Analytical	reporting	takes	place	over	a	specific	time	period.	The	default	in
Google	Analytics	is	the	past	thirty	days,	but	the	range	can	be	set	for	any
length	of	time.	Absolute	unique	visitors	are	not	only	visiting	a	site	for	the
first	time	during	the	selected	time	period,	they	are	visiting	the	site	for	the
first	time	ever.	This	can	be	helpful	in	understanding	the	success	of	a
marketing	campaign	whose	goal	is	to	build	awareness	among	a	new	target
audience.

NEW	VISITS
New	Versus	Returning	Visits	is	sometime	confused	with	absolute	unique
visitors,	but	there’s	a	slight	difference.	New	visits	are	visits	to	a	site	by
users	who	have	visited	the	site	prior	to	the	time	range	being	analyzed,	but
it’s	their	first	time	back	during	that	time	period.	This	data	point	is
expressed	as	a	percentage—56%	indicates	56	percent	of	the	visitors	were
new	during	the	time	period,	and	by	inference,	for	example,	44	percent
had	visited	the	site	more	than	once	during	the	time	period.



The	image	above	shows	the	map	overlay	feature	in	Google	Analytics.	The
darker	the	green,	the	more	visitors	that	have	come	to	a	site	from	that
country.

BROWSER	CAPABILITIES
The	Browser	Capabilities	statistic	shows	both	the	number	and	percentage
of	browser	types	and	technologies	used	by	the	visitors	of	a	site.
Understanding	the	capabilities	of	the	majority	of	the	users	of	a	site	is
essential	for	designing	and	building	the	right	experience	for	them.
Included	under	browser	capabilities	is	not	only	the	browser	type	(Safari,
Firefox,	Internet	Explorer,	Chrome,	etc.)	but	also	the	operating	system,
screen	resolution	and	colors,	Flash	version,	and	Java	support.	Each	of
these	points	paints	a	picture	of	the	target	users’	capabilities	and	informs
decisions	made	surrounding	the	types	of	technology	used	for	a	Web	site.

NETWORK	PROPERTIES
This	feature	indicates	the	service	providers	and	hostnames	of	the	users,
but	the	most	relevant	data	point	for	designers	is	the	connection	speed.
Common	connection	speeds	include	(from	fastest	to	slowest)	T1,	DSL,
cable,	ISDN,	and	dialup.	Knowing	the	connection	speed	of	the	majority	of



the	users	of	a	site	is	critical	to	designing	the	right	experience.	The	slower
the	connection	speed,	the	lower	the	tolerance	will	likely	be	for	graphics,
imagery,	and	media	assets	that	take	time	to	download.

MOBILE
Increasingly,	sites	are	being	viewed	using	mobile	devices,	such	as	iPhones.
This	section	of	Google	Analytics	displays	both	the	devices	and	the	carriers
of	a	site’s	mobile	users.	If	a	large	number	of	visitors	frequent	a	site	via
mobile	devices,	it	may	warrant	a	mobile	version	of	the	site.

MAP	OVERLAY
Understanding	the	geographic	location	of	the	visitors	to	a	site	is	can	play	a
role	in	informing	the	direction	of	a	site.	The	Map	Overlay	feature	of
Google	Analytics	shows	the	countries	where	users	have	visited	a	site.
The	intensity	of	the	color	indicates	the	number	of	visitors—the	darker	the
green,	the	more	visitors.	This	allows	Web	content	developers	to	gear	the
content	of	a	site	in	a	way	that	is	relevant	to	the	users	in	the	countries
visiting	the	site.

LANGUAGES
Similar	to	the	map	overlay,	the	Languages	report	can	help	a	client
understand	the	needs	of	the	actual	demographic,	which	can	be	different
from	the	target	demographic.	Languages	are	determined	by	the	users’
computer	preferences	and	are	reported	in	Google	Analytics.



This	visual	shows	the	traffic	source	information.	The	pie	chart	indicates
the	three	types	of	traffic	sources:	direct	traffic,	referring	sites,	and	search
engines.

Source	Data
Once	there’s	an	understanding	of	the	user,	it’s	important	to	know	how	the
user	is	finding	a	site.	Source	data	plays	a	critical	role	in	search	engine
optimization	as	well	as	marketing,	because	it	gives	a	Webmaster	the
knowledge	of	how	users	may	have	become	aware	of	a	site.

TRAFFIC	SOURCES
Understanding	the	source	of	the	visitor	traffic	to	a	site	is	critical	for
optimizing	SEO	and	marketing	efforts.	Google	Analytics’	All	Traffic
Sources	report	shows	the	sources	of	traffic,	including	direct,	search
engines,	and	referring	sites.	The	direct	traffic	number	indicates	users	who
simply	typed	the	URL	into	their	Web	browsers.	This	can	indicate	a	number
of	things	to	a	marketing	team,	including	whether	the	user	saw	a	Web
address	in	a	non-online	advertising	campaign	like	print,	radio,	or	TV.



REFERRING	SITES
The	Referring	Sites	tab	shows	sites	that	visitors	used	to	link	to	the	site
being	analyzed.	This	data	is	extremely	valuable	from	an	SEO	perspective.
The	more	sites	that	link	to	the	subject	site,	the	higher	that	site	will	rank
for	certain	terms.	Google	Analytics	displays	the	referring	sites	and	the
number	of	visitors	that	came	from	that	site.	By	clicking	on	a	site	in	the	list,
one	can	see	the	specific	page	the	link	came	from.

SEARCH	ENGINES
The	Search	Engine	report	shows	the	search	engines	that	visitors	used	to
search	and	find	the	subject	site.	This	report	can	play	an	important	role	in
determining	the	right	sites	for	a	search	marketing	campaign,	as	marketers
want	to	advertise	in	the	places	where	their	target	audience	will	see	them.

KEYWORDS
The	Keywords	report	is	one	of	the	most	essential	tools	for	understanding
how	users	are	finding	a	site.	It	shows	a	list	of	the	words	that	visitors	used
to	search	for	and	link	to	a	site.	This	can	help	validate	or	disprove	an	SEO
key	term	strategy	by	showing	the	project	team	what	words	are	actually
being	used	to	find	a	site.	If	the	report	matches	the	list	of	keywords	the	site
targeted,	the	SEO	strategy	is	a	success.	If	they	don’t	match,	however,	one
of	two	things	must	occur.	The	team	could	look	at	the	list	and	adjust	it	if
there’s	an	indication	that	the	list	misjudged	what	users	were	after.	More
likely,	the	implementation	of	the	SEO	tactics	could	be	reexamined	and



improvements	made	to	increase	the	performance	of	the	original	keyword
list.

The	content	overview	page	on	Google	Analytics,	pictured	above,	shows
the	pageviews,	unique	views,	and	bounce	rates	for	a	site.

Content	Data
The	final	step	in	understanding	analytical	data	is	looking	at	what	users
are	doing	on	a	site.	When	combined,	stats	like	landing	pages,	time	on	site,
pageviews,	and	exit	pages	can	give	a	clear	view	of	how	users	are	using	a
site.

PAGEVIEWS
Pageviews	is	as	simple	as	the	name	implies—the	number	of	pages	viewed
by	visitors	to	a	site.	Pageviews	is	a	broad	statistic	and,	like	total	visits,	can
be	somewhat	misleading.	For	example,	if	a	user	reloads	a	page,	that	can
count	as	a	second	pageview.	Similarly,	if	a	user	browses	from	a	page	to
another	page,	then	back	to	the	original,	that	too	will	count	as	two
pageviews	for	the	original	page.



AVERAGE	PAGEVIEWS
Average	Pageviews	is	the	result	of	the	number	of	pageviews	divided	by
the	number	of	visits	on	a	given	day.	This	can	be	helpful	in	showing	trends
from	day	to	day.	Whereas	Pageviews	refers	to	the	total	number	of	pages
viewed	over	the	entire	time	period,	Average	Pageviews	refers	to	the
number	of	pages	the	average	visitor	viewed	on	a	single	day,	which	is	then
tracked	over	time.

BOUNCE	RATE
The	Bounce	Rate	is	usually	given	as	a	percentage	and	indicates	the
percentage	of	people	who	left	a	site	after	visiting	only	a	single	landing
page—the	home	page,	for	example.	Generally,	a	high	bounce	rate	is	not	a
good	thing.	It	can	indicate	that	information	is	difficult	to	navigate,	the
traffic	sources	are	misleading,	or	the	content	is	of	poor	quality.	In	some
rare	cases,	a	high	bounce	rate	is	acceptable.	For	example,	if	a	landing
page	effectively	targets	a	specific	keyword,	a	user	may	arrive	at	the	page,
get	all	the	information	needed,	and	then	perhaps	leave	by	clicking	on	a
banner	ad	placed	on	the	page.	Despite	going	to	only	one	page,	that	user
might	have	a	favorable	opinion	of	the	site	and	the	client-generated
revenue	with	the	ad	click.	More	often,	however,	a	high	bounce	rate	is	not
good.



The	Entrance	Path	feature	of	Google	Analytics	shows	where	users	entered
a	site	and,	based	on	that	entry	point,	where	they	ended	up.

AVERAGE	TIME	ON	SITE
Average	Time	On	Site	is,	as	the	name	implies,	the	average	length	of	time
users	spend	on	a	site.	This	statistic	is	calculated	by	subtracting	the
difference	in	time	between	the	first	and	the	last	pageview.	As	a	result,	it
can	be	somewhat	inaccurate	in	terms	of	the	exact	amount	of	time	users
are	spending	on	a	site.	If	the	last	page	of	the	visit	involves	a	time-
consuming	task—which	is	usually	the	case	if	a	user	is	watching	a	video	or
reading	an	article—then	the	time	on	site	would	actually	be	much	longer.
Designers	and	Webmasters	are	looking	for	trends,	rather	than	specific
time,	when	analyzing	the	time-on-site	statistics.

TOP	LANDING	PAGES
The	Top	Landing	Pages	are	the	pages	that	visitors	are	using	to	enter	a	site.
Therefore,	this	data	can	be	critical	to	a	designer’s	decision-making
process.	It’s	important	for	designers	to	understand	that	not	all	visitors	will
be	“landing”	or	arriving	at	the	home	page.	With	SEO	and	referring	links,
almost	any	page	of	the	site	can	be	a	landing	page.	Designers	need	to
provide	the	same	type	of	marketing,	usability,	and	accessibility	on	landing
pages	as	they	do	on	the	home	page.

TOP	CONTENT



Top	Content	shows	the	pages	on	a	site	that	were	most	viewed	by	visitors.
This	statistic	shows	the	specific	pages	that	were	viewed	and	how	many
times	they	were	viewed.	This	report	also	displays	the	average	time	users
spent	on	each	page,	the	bounce	rate	for	each	page,	and	the	percentage	of
users	who	exited	on	a	specific	page.	This	can	be	helpful	in	gaining	an
understanding	of	what	users	want	from	a	site.	It	can	also	help	to	show
prospective	advertisers	where	users	are	spending	the	most	time	when
planning	advertising	sales.

TOP	EXIT	PAGES
Exit	Pages	are	the	last	pages	users	viewed	on	a	site.	Users	exit	a	site	for
various	reasons—they’ve	completed	their	task,	or	they	clicked	on	an	ad	or
link—or	for	less	positive	reasons,	like	they	couldn’t	find	what	they	were
looking	for	or	couldn’t	complete	the	required	task.	Together	with	landing
pages	and	content	statistics,	exit	page	statistics	complete	the	picture	of
how	users	arrive,	what	they	do,	and	how	they	leave	a	site.	Pages	with
unexpectedly	high	exit	rates	should	be	reexamined	by	the	design	team	for
usability	issues	that	could	cause	users	to	leave	the	site	prematurely.
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