Chapter

Layout and Composition

For many web developers, myself included, the most intimidating part of the design process is

getting started. Imagine for a moment that you’re sitting at your desk with nothing other than a cup
of coffee and the business card of a potential client who needs a basic corporate website. Usually,
a business card speaks volumes about a company’s identity, and can be used as design inspiration.

Unfortunately, that’s not the case with the card for Smith’s Services in Figure 1.1. It’s black and
white, all text, no character, blah. Talk about a blank canvas! So, where do you go from here? You
need a plan ... and you need to contact Mr. Smith. With some critical input from the client about
what his company actually does, and by gathering information about the content you have to work

with, you’ll be able to come up with a successful layout and design.

SMITH’S
SERVICES

Jim Smith

Professional Service Associate

100 Random Street
Suite 16
Somewhere, VA 54321

Tel. 867-5309
Fax. 555-2368

Figure 1.1. A bland client business card
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Anyone, no matter what level of artistic talent, can come up with a design that works well and looks
good—all it takes is a little experience and a working knowledge of some basic layout principles.
So let’s start with the basics, and before long you’ll have the foundation necessary to design gallery-
quality websites.

The Design Process

If you were to ask me to design a bridge, I’d have a lot of questions. Is it going to span the ditch in
your front yard or Lake Pontchartrain? Can I use concrete and steel, or does the entire creation need
to be constructed with toothpicks? I certainly would stop short of taking your business card at a
bar and promising you the Golden Gate before knowing more about who you are and why you think
you need it. On the other hand, if you commissioned me to create a sculpture for your garden, I'd
probably feel a lot more comfortable aiming to create a unique and artistic piece.

The process of designing a website falls somewhere between bridge building and sculpture. Yes,
we want to create an individual site that’s aesthetically pleasing, but our highest priority should
be to meet the needs of our client. These needs may be lofty and elaborate, or they might just be
about making information available. If we fail to listen carefully, though, the entire project will
come falling down, along with our reputation. The technical details of developing, hosting, and
maintaining a website or application can be, well, technical. The process of creating a design comp,
however, can be boiled down to just three key tasks: discovery, exploration, and implementation.

@ What's a Comp?

The word comp is an abbreviation of the phrase “comprehensive dummy,” a term that comes from
the print design world. It’s a complete simulation of a printed layout that’s created before the layout
goes to press. In translating this term to web design, a comp is an image of a layout that’s created
before we begin to prototype the design in HTML.

Discovery

The discovery component of the design process is about meeting the clients and learning what they
do. This may feel a little undesign-like, but gathering information about who your clients are and
how they run their business is vital in coming up with an appropriate and effective design.

Before you schedule your first meeting with a client, spend some time researching their business.
If they’ve asked you to design a website, they may currently be without one, but google them anyway.
If you’re unable to find any information about their business specifically, try to learn as much as
you can about their industry before the first meeting. Whenever possible, the first meeting with a
client should be conducted in person. Sometimes, distance will dictate that the meeting has to occur
over the phone; but if the client is in town, schedule a time to meet face-to-face.
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Keep in mind that this meeting is less about impressing the client, selling yourself, or selling a
website than about communication, and establishing just what it is the client wants. Try to listen
more than you speak, and bring a pad of paper on which you can make notes. If you bring a laptop
or tablet with you to talk about website examples, limit the time spent using it. Computers have
screens, and people tend to stare at them; hence, if the client isn’t staring at the screen the whole
time, you will be as you write your notes. If you must drag some technology into the meeting, use
an app like iTalk Recorder for iPhone or Voice Recorder for Android devices to record your conver-
sation—with the client’s permission, of course. In my experience, though, a pad of paper is less
threatening and far less distracting to the often not-so-tech-savvy client.

Client Meetings Don't Have to Take Place in an Office

Even when I worked for a company in a big office, I had some of my most productive client meetings
at a café or over lunch. The feasibility of this approach depends on the client. If your contact seems
to be more the formal business type, don’t suggest it; in many cases, though, it’s a good way to make
a business meeting more personal.

Here are a few of the questions I like to ask in initial client meetings, even if I've already established
the answer myself via a search engine:

What does the company do?

What is your role in the company?"

Does the company have an existing logo or brand? What is your goal in developing a website?
What information do you wish to provide online?

Who comprises your target audience? Do its members share any common demographics, like
age, sex, or a physical location?

Who are your competitors and do they have websites?

Do you have examples of websites you like or dislike?

What kind of timeline do you have for the project and what is the budget?

If the project is to redesign an existing website, I also like to ask:

What are your visitors usually looking for when they come to your site?
What are the problems with your current design?

What do you hope to achieve with a redesign?

Are there any elements of the current site that you want to keep?

How do you think your visitors will react to a new site design?

Sometimes I start off with more questions than those listed here. Use your imagination and try to
come up with some creative queries that will really give you more insight into the client’s organiz-
ation. If you're a programmer, avoid the tech jargon. If you're a designer, avoid talking specifically

! This question is especially important if this person is going to be your main point of contact.
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about design. Sure, that may be all you’re thinking about, but semantic markup, fluid and fixed
layouts, and color schemes will likely mean very little to the client. Worse still, these types of
conversations can bring misguided design opinions your way before you have a chance to start
thinking about the design yourself.

Exploration

The next stage of the design process is to take the information you’ve learned from the client back
to your laboratory for analysis, dissection, and experimentation. You want to gain a grasp on all
the information, products, and services they have to offer, and play around with how these should
be arranged. Put yourself in the shoes of the website visitors and ask yourself what these people
are looking for. If you’re thinking about buying a product, what do you need to know before you
buy? If you’re signing up for a service, where would you learn about the different offerings and
which level of service you need? What is the clearest title possible for page x, and how many steps
does it take to reach page y?

In the world of web design, this is the beginning of a process known as information architecture,
or IA for short. For expansive websites and complex web applications, information architecture is
a career unto itself, but the guiding principles of this field can provide a solid foundation for even
the smallest websites. For the exploration stage of our process, we want to focus on organizing the
content and flow of the website into a structure we can design around.

Two of the most essential tools for this task are scrap paper (or a whiteboard if you have one) and
a big pad of sticky notes. Make a list of all the bits and pieces of the website and start arranging
them into groups and subgroups. These are likely to move around quite a bit, and that’s where the
sticky notes come in handy. If you make a note for every section, subsection, and page of the site,
you can arrange them on a wall in the order they’ll appear in your site’s navigation. You’ll want to
avoid overwhelming the visitors with too many options, but you also don’t want to bury information
too deeply within the site; that is, too many clicks away from the home page. There are no hard-
and-fast rules for this activity; just make the information as obvious and as easy to reach as possible.

Implementation

Now that we’ve thought through how we want to organize the information we’re working with, the
implementation step of our design process begins with creating a layout. Regardless of the project,
try to avoid being caught up in the technology associated with building websites—at least at first.
At this point, it’s unimportant whether the site is going to comprise straight HTML, a template for
a content management system, or a Ruby on Rails application; the bottom line is that we have an
interface to design and a blank sheet of paper. “Paper?” That’s right, paper. Did you really think I
was going to let you go back to your precious computer already? No way. Here’s why: it’s easy to
lose focus on the design if you start thinking about the layout in front of a computer. If you start
out on paper, you can ignore the technical limitations of browsers and CSS, and focus on how you
want the final product to look. Now you might think that all good designers carry around fancy
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hard-bound sketchbooks in which they use expensive markers and paintbrushes to design Da Vinci-
esque renderings of potential web page layouts. For my part, I use a 79-cent spiral-bound notebook
and any writing instrument I can find on my desk that still works.

I start out by sketching a few possible layouts. After I've produced a few, I decide on one I like,
jump into Photoshop, and use the rectangle tool to block out the areas I've marked down on my
paper. Once I've defined my layout, I experiment with foreground and background colors until I
have a solid color scheme. I continue twiddling the Photoshop knobs and pushing around pixels
until, finally, magically, I have a comp to show the client.

Simple, right? Okay, perhaps I skipped a few steps in that brief description. Honestly, though, when
people ask me how I do what I do, they usually receive a similar explanation. The truth is that there
are bundles of now-subconscious information from my past experience and those old college design
and art classes that have helped me to define my own design process.

Learning how to design is like learning how to program. Some people have a bit of a knack for it,
but anyone can learn. Just as there’s good code and ugly code, there is good design and ugly design.
Learning some of the principles and conventions associated with design will help you to understand
the difference between the good, the bad, and the ugly, moving you towards establishing your own
design process.

Defining Good Design

There are two main standpoints from which most people determine whether a website design is
“good” or “bad.” There’s a strict usability angle, which focuses on functionality, the effective
presentation of information, and efficiency. Then there’s the purely aesthetic perspective, which
is all about the artistic value and visual appeal of the design. Some people become caught up in
the aesthetics and graphics, and forget about the user, while some usability gurus get lost in their
user testing and forget about visual appeal. In order to reach people and retain their interest, it’s
essential to maximize both.

The most important point to keep in mind is that design is about communication. If you create a
website that works and presents information well, but looks ugly or fails to fit with the client’s
brand, no one will want to use it. Similarly, if you make a beautiful website that is hard to use or
inaccessible, people will leave. Indeed, the elements and functionality of a finished website design
should work as a single cohesive unit, so that:

Users are pleased by the design but drawn to the content
One of the biggest concerns among usability professionals is the time it takes users to scan the
page for the information they want, be it a piece of content, a link to another page, or a form
field. The design should not be a hindrance; it should act as a conduit between the user and
the information.
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Nick La’s Web Designer Wall® (pictured in Figure 1.2) is a great example of a design that’s both
beautiful and usable. Nick’s rich, colorful illustrations flow around the structure of the page,
which is embellished with navigation and site elements that look as if they were cut from a
sketchbook. The abundance of handcrafted, organic elements creates contrast and helps to draw
your eyes to the content of the blog posts without interfering with the pages’ readability or how

it’s organized.

A wall of design ideas, web
a trends, and tutorials.

~ Freebies
Giveaway: iPhone Stickers 62 * TUTORIALS

e by 22, gl atinag

First, 1 would like to thank evervbody for reading

Web Designer Wall and following me (@nickla) on i TRENP‘; B4
inagirotian, wb brund

Twitter. Today, | have iPhone stickers (o give out to

my followers only, | will be giving out 20 ihone ® GENFR’\L

stickers (sponsored by Sticker Mule) with my Iy ey

illustration printed on it . All you have to do is

tweet a message to me. For example: "@nickla, I %
like the Koi or Peacock or Phoenix sticker, #wdw_stickers”. Winners will be ; TAG CLOUD
selected randomly on Aug 27, 2010 and contacted by Twitter's Direet o N,
Messags, coding CSS Design
Design Process  Design Trends
R Detiont (D Stumbisupon £ D0 Event Flash Freebies

Guest Posts  Tllustrator

[ Aersement Inspiration Javascript Jobs ’<‘

Photeshop  Photashop Tutorials "
= A FPRER Review SEOQ Software
— _— Talented Peaple  Updates i

WordPress

Figure 1.2. Web Designer Wall

Users can move about easily via intuitive navigation
We’ll talk more about the placement of navigation later, but the main navigation block itself
should be clearly visible on the page, and each link should have a descriptive title. A navigation
structure that not only changes appearance when hovered over with the cursor, but also indicates
the active page or section (as the menu shown in Figure 1.3 does), helps users to recognize
where they are, and how to get where they want to go.

Hello! About Us Our Work Our Process Sketchbook Contact Us

U

Figure 1.3. A navigation menu from nclud.com, a Washington, DC-based web design agency

2 http://www.webdesignerwall.com/



Layout and Composition

Secondary navigation, search fields, and outgoing links should not be dominant features of the
page. If we make these items easy to find, and separate them visually from the content, we allow
users to focus on the information— yet they’ll know where to look when they’re ready to move

on to other content.

Users recognize each page as belonging to the site
Even if there’s a dramatic difference between the layout of the home page and the rest of the
site, a cohesive theme or style should exist across all site pages to help hold the design together.

Take a look at the three screenshots from the Moore School of Business website® in Figure 1.4.
Although the content blocks on these pages are divided differently, there are several visual in-
dicators that let users know that these are pages from the same site. Much of this unity is due
to the repetition of the identity and navigation blocks. The consistent use of a very limited

color palette (black, gray, yellow, and red) also helps to unify the pages.

ADMISSIONS

Figure 1.4. Pages from the Moore School of Business

% http://mooreschool.sc.edu/
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Web Page Anatomy

Even from a nondesigner’s standpoint, defining a design that satisfies all the requirements I outlined
above is a simple task. It’s similar to making a phrase on your refrigerator with magnetic poetry
words. Although there are millions of ways to arrange the words, only a few arrangements make
any sense. The magnetic words are like the components, or blocks, of the web page. Although the
number of these necessary blocks depends on the size and subject of the site, most websites have

the components seen in Figure 1.5.

(ONTAINER [ —— TR
.LoGqo :
NAVIGATIoN | . r
(ONTENT E
FOOTEKI
WHITESPA(E

T
140-

Figure 1.5. Anatomy of a website

Let’s look at each of these components in turn:

Containing block
Every web page has a container. This could be in the form of the page’s body tag, an all-containing

div tag. Without some sort of container, we’d have no place to put the contents of our page.
The elements would drift beyond the bounds of our browser window and off into empty space.
The width of this container can be fluid, meaning that it expands to fill the width of browser
window; or fixed, so that the content is the same width no matter what size the window is.
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Logo
When designers refer to an identity, they’re referring to the logo and colors that exist across a
company'’s various forms of marketing, such as business cards, letterhead, brochures, and so
on.* The identity block that appears on the website should contain the company’s logo or name,
and sit at the top of each page of the website. The identity block increases brand recognition
while informing users that the pages they’re viewing are part of a single site.

Navigation
It’s essential that the site’s navigation system is easy to find and use. Users expect to see navig-
ation right at the top of the page. Whether you plan to use vertical menus down the side of the
page, or a horizontal menu across the page, the navigation should be as close to the top of the
layout as possible. At the very least, all main navigation items should appear “above the fold.”

@ Above the Fold

The fold, as many designers call it, is where the content of a page ends before users scroll down.
This metaphor is derived from the fold in a newspaper. If you look at the cover of a folded
newspaper, most of the headlines and biggest news appear in the top half, so that the most
important news items can be seen at a glance when the newspaper is folded. The location of
the fold on a web page depends on the browser dimensions and the user’s screen resolution.
At a resolution of 1024x768 pixels, accounting for browser chrome—that is, the space taken
up by the browser application itself in the form of tabs, buttons, the address bar, and a bottom
status bar—the fold is usually just over 500 pixels from the top.

Content
Content is king. A typical website visitor will enter and leave a website in a matter of seconds.
If visitors are unable to find what they’re looking for, they’ll undoubtedly close the browser or
move on to another site. It’s important to keep the main content block as the focal point of a
design, so that visitors can scan the page for the information they need.

Footer
Located at the bottom of the page, the footer usually contains copyright, contact, and legal in-
formation, as well as a few links to the main sections of the site. By separating the end content
from the bottom of the browser window, the footer should indicate to users that they’re at the
bottom of the page.

Whitespace
The graphic design term whitespace (or negative space) literally refers to any area of a page
without type or illustrations. While many novice web designers (and most clients) feel a need

4 Many people use the words “identity” and “branding” interchangeably. Branding is a broad term that describes the process
of developing an awareness of a company, product, or service. The branding process involves advertising, market research,
customer feedback, and much more. Identity is actually a subset of branding in that it deals only with the visual aspects of
branding.
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to fill every inch of a web page with photos, text, tables, and data, empty space on a page is
every bit as important as having content. Without carefully planned whitespace, a design will
feel closed in, like a crowded room. Whitespace helps a design to breathe by guiding the user’s
eye around a page, but also helps to create balance and unity—two important concepts that
we’ll discuss in more detail later in this chapter.

At this point, we’ve had our initial meeting with Mr. Smith, our theoretical client, and it was

helpful. He explained very thoroughly what his business does and what he wants the site to achieve.
Even though we’ve yet to see actual content, we can use the standard blocks of web page anatomy
to start developing a layout. Although other site-specific blocks are worked into the designs of many

website layouts, the web page anatomy works to summarize the most common blocks.

Now that we have this information, how can we use it to create a foundational layout for Smith’s
Services? It’s time for some grid theory.

Grid Theory

When most people think about grids, they think about engineering and architecture. However, the
grid is an essential tool for graphic design as well, and the use of grids in website design have ex-
ploded in popularity in the last few years.

Using a grid is more than just about making elements on the page be square and line up: it’s about
proportion as well. That’s where the theory comes into grid theory. Many art historians credit Dutch
painter Piet Mondrian as the father of graphic design for his sophisticated use of grids. Yet classical
grid theory has influenced successful artistic efforts for thousands of years. The concept of dividing
the elements of a composition extends back to the mathematical ideas established by Pythagoras
and his followers, who defined numbers as ratios rather than single units.

The Pythagoreans observed a mathematical pattern that occurred so often in nature that they believed
it to be divinely inspired. They referred to this pattern as the golden ratio or golden ratio or divine
proportion. The basic idea is illustrated in Figure 1.6.

—100cm |

I——%=61.73cm———|

Figure 1.6. The golden ratio

A line can be bisected using the golden ratio by dividing its length by 1.62. This magical 1.62
number is really 1.6180339 ..., an irrational number that’s usually represented as ® (pronounced
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phi). Explaining the math used to come up with this number is a bit too involved for this discussion,
and is likely to be of no real help to you becoming a better designer, so I'll spare you the details.
Besides, my math is a little rusty.

So just what does this ratio have to do with graphic design? In general, compositions divided by
lines that are proportionate to the golden ratio are considered to be aesthetically pleasing. The artists
of the Renaissance used divine proportion to design their paintings, sculpture, and architecture,
just as designers today often employ this ratio when creating page layouts, posters, and brochures.
Rather than relying on artistic notion, divine proportion gives us logical guidelines for producing
appealing layouts.

This sunflower is an example of the golden ratio in nature, as Figure 1.7 shows. The diameter of
the sunflower’s center the total diameter of the sunflower, including the petals, divided by .

Figure 1.7. The golden ratio in nature

The Rule of Thirds

A simplified version of the golden ratio is the rule of thirds. A line bisected by the golden ratio is
divided into two sections, one of which is approximately twice the size of the other. Dividing a
composition into thirds is an easy way to apply divine proportion without your calculator.

For quick layout experimentation, I like to start off by drawing a bunch of simple rule-of-thirds
grids with pencil and paper. Just draw a rectangle, divide it into thirds horizontally and vertically,
then draw a line between each vertical line to create six columns to work within.

With this simple gridwork in place, we can begin to lay out our elements. The large, original rectangle
represents the container that we talked about in the section called “Web Page Anatomy”. When
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using this method of layout design, I like to place the biggest block first. Usually, that block represents
the content. In my first rule-of-thirds grid, I place the content block within the two-thirds of the
layout at the lower-right. Next, I place my navigation block in the middle third of the left-hand
column. I place the text part of the identity block over the left side of the content, and the image
part of the identity over the menu. Finally, I squash the copyright block below the content, in the
right-hand column of the grid. The result is the top-left of the four possible layout arrangements
shown in Figure 1.8.

|
SMITH’S
SERVICES

home
about
services

contact

| | | |

| !
SMITH'S <7

Figure 1.8. Four layouts in grids that follow the rule of thirds

These initial sketches provide a quick look into what general layout approaches might work for
your website. No need to stop there, though—the growth in popularity of grid-based design on the
Web has inspired many great articles about—and tools for—designing websites on a grid.
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960 Grid System

One of my favorite tools for laying out website components are the templates and sketch sheets
from Nathan Smith’s 960 Grid System.” Inspired by articles from web designers Khoi Vinh and
Mark Boulton, the 960 Grid System is primarily a CSS framework. The width of the templates comes
from an article by Cameron Moll. In contemplating what width would fit within 1,024px wide
displays, Moll landed at 960px, and pointed out that the number was divisible by 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10,
12, 15, and 16—making it an ideal width for grids. Nathan combined these ideas into a framework
and created three layout foundations: one with 12 columns, one with 16 columns, and one with
24. 1 personally prefer to work from the 12-column templates, as they allow me to easily divide
content into quarters by spanning four columns, thirds by spanning three, and halves by spanning
six.

As you experiment with different arrangements for your own layouts, use the columns of whatever
grid you’ve chosen as alignment guides for the identity, navigation, content, and footer blocks. It’s
very tempting to arrange all your elements within the same one or two blocks, but try to avoid
this—it’s not very interesting visually. Instead, consider pushing some elements into another column
or off the grid entirely. One of the biggest complaints new designers have about working with grids
is that everything looks boxed in and griddy. To those opposed to using grids for this reason, I say
take a look at websites such as 10K Apart,® seen in Figure 1.9 (on the next page). The red columns
you see are from the 16-column 960 Grid System template, and do not exist in the actual website.
With those columns hidden, you might never realize this design was created on a grid.

To quote Josef Miiller-Brockmann, graphic design pioneer (and author of Grid Systems in Graphic
Design): “The grid system is an aid, not a guarantee. It permits a number of possible uses and each
designer can look for a solution appropriate to his personal style. But one must learn how to use

the grid; it is an art that requires practice.”’

> http://960.gs/
® http://10k.aneventapart.com/
7 Josef Miiller-Brockmann, The Graphic Artist and His Design Problems, Arthur Niggli Ltd, Switzerland, 1961, p 92
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Figure 1.9. 10K Apart website with 16-column grid overlay

The longing we have for structure, grids, and ideal proportion is deeply ingrained in human nature.
A layout that “doesn’t look quite right” can often be fixed by moving elements and resizing them
on the grid. So if a layout isn’t working, keep experimenting. At some point, all the pieces will click
together and the Tetris level-up sound will play in your head. You will have achieved balance.
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Balance

In a figurative sense, the concept of visual balance is similar to that of physical balance illustrated

by a seesaw. Just as physical objects have weight, so do the elements of a layout. If the elements on
either side of a layout are of equal weight, they balance one another. There are two main forms of
visual balance: symmetrical and asymmetrical.

Symmetrical Balance

Symmetrical balance, or formal balance, occurs when the elements of a composition are the same
on either side of an axis line. The digital painting Contemplation by David Lanham, shown in Fig-
ure 1.10, illustrates this concept well. Notice how the male and female figures are similar in position
and proportion. Even the shaded background boxes are mirror images of one another.

Figure 1.10. Symmetrical balance: Contemplation by David Lanham®

Although it may not be practical for all designs and clients, this type of symmetry—called horizontal
symmetry—can be applied to website layouts by centering content or balancing it between columns.

8 http://dlanham.com/



The home page layout of my personal site design® is an example of such symmetry. Notice on the

screenshot in Figure 1.11 that the content areas graduate from two columns at the top of the page

to three columns at the bottom, yet the layout still maintains its symmetrical balance.
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Figure 1.11. Jasongraphix home page

The two other forms of symmetrical balance are less common in website design, due to the nature

of the medium. They are, however, commonly exhibited in logo and print design:

bilateral symmetry, which exists when a composition is balanced on more than one axis

radial symmetry, which occurs when elements are equally spaced around a central point

Asymmetrical Balance

Asymmetrical balance, or informal balance, is a little more abstract (and more visually interesting

in general) than symmetrical balance. Rather than mirror images on either side of the layout,

asymmetrical balance involves objects of differing size, shape, tone, or placement. These objects

are arranged so that, despite their differences, they equalize the weight of the page; for instance, if

you have a large object on one side of a page, and partner it with several smaller items on the other

side, the composition can still feel balanced.

° http://jasongraphix.com/
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The concert poster by my friend Jeremy Darty presented in Figure 1.12 is a fine example of asym-
metrical balance. The visual weight of the large pink flamingo on the left is balanced by the combined
weight of the smaller flamingos and text blocks on the right-hand side of the layout. Notice, also,
Jeremy’s use of the rule of thirds. The blue cloud behind the Pop Sucks title takes up one-third of
the vertical space and spans two-thirds of the horizontal.

brought to you by

Figure 1.12. Asymmetrically balanced design by Jeremy Darty

Take a look at the photo of the three stones in Figure 1.13. It may not be a particularly exciting
picture, but as far as balance goes, it rocks! If you were to use a piece of paper to cover any one of
the three stones below, the entire photograph would feel unbalanced and unfinished. This is generally
the way balance works. It’s as if the entire composition is in a picture frame hanging by a single
nail on the wall. It barely takes much weight on one side or the other to shift the entire picture off
balance.

Figure 1.13. Asymmetrical rocks that don't roll
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Unlike symmetrical balance, asymmetrical balance is versatile and, as such, is used more often on
the Web. If you take a look at most two-column website layouts, you’ll notice that the wider column
is often lighter in color—a tactic that creates a good contrast for the text and main content. The di-
minutive navigational column is often darker, has some sort of border, or is made to stand out in
another way, in order to create balance within the layout. The About Us page of the Steinway &
Sons website,'® shown in Figure 1.14, is an excellent example of asymmetrical balance. In this ex-
ample, there’s no defined right column, just a large stoic image of the company’s founder. That epic
moustache carries a lot of weight, but it’s balanced out by the sizeable italic headline atop the main
content.

OUR PIANOS ABOUT US NEWS & EVENTS STEINWAY & SONS ARTISTS INSTITUTIONS DEALER FINDER

Steinway History Career Opportunities Legal

—~C» ABOUT STEINWAY <2 —

Steinway is dedicated to making the
finest pianos in the world

Steinway & Sons was founded in 1853 by German immigrant Henry Engelhard
Steinway in a Manhattan loft on Varick Street. Over the next thirty years, Henry and
his sons, C. F. Theodore, Charles, Henry Jr., William, and Albert, developed the
modern piano. They built their pianos one at a time, applying skills that were handed
down from master to apprentice, generation after generation.

Each Steinway grand piano, for example, takes nearly a year to
create. Nothing is hurried.

Today, we still build our pianos that way. Each Steinway grand piano, for example,
takes nearly a year to create. Nothing is hurried. Even the carefully selected woods
employed in the rims, tops, soundboards, and actions cure for menths in our yard,
kilns and conditioning rooms, until they stabilize at a rigidly specified moisture
content.

Steinway is dedicated to the ideal of making the finest pianos in the world. The result

is instruments renowned for their unsurpassed quality. Pianos with such superior

sound and responsive touch that they enchant the most demanding pianists. And we
= 2 = : Vot é7 /

are preferred overwhelmingly by people who share the joy of playing and owning the ey Ay

Figure 1.14. About Steinway & Sons—an example of asymmetrical balance

There are many other principles at work in Jesse Bennet Chamberlain’s design of the Steinway &
Sons site, and it goes beyond asymmetrical balance. The site has great harrnony,H which comes
from the repeated use of curves, textures, and consistent typefaces. Much of that harmony can be
explained via the principles of unity.

19 http://www.steinway.com/about/
" No pun intended.
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Unity

Design theory describes unity as the way in which the different elements of a composition interact
with one another. A unified layout is one that works as a whole rather than being identified as
separate pieces. Take the monkeys in Figure 1.15, for example. Their similarity of shape (not to
mention their sameness of color) enables them to be recognized as a group, rather than four disparate

elements.

Figure 1.15. Unity among the monkeys

Although less of an issue these days, unity is one of the many reasons why web designers have always
despised HTML frames. It’s important that unity exists not only within each element of a web page,
but across the entire web page—the page itself must work as a unit. We can use a couple of ap-
proaches to achieve unity in a layout (aside from avoiding frames): proximity and repetition.

Proximity

Proximity is an obvious, but often overlooked, way to make a group of objects feel like a single unit.
Placing objects close together within a layout creates a focal point towards which the eye will
gravitate. Take a look at the digital painting in Figure 1.16. While composed of a seemingly random
assortment of strokes, the five strokes that are the closest to each other appear to form a unified

object.

Figure 1.16. Creating a group using proximity



20 The Principles of Beautiful Web Design

We practice the concept of proximity on the Web when we start setting margins and padding for
elements. For instance, when I define the CSS style rules for sites, I usually change the default
margin that exists between common HTML elements such as headings (h1, h2, h3 ...), paragraphs,
blockquotes, and even images. By altering these values, I can cause more or less space to appear

between elements, thereby creating groups.

If you look at the two columns of text in Figure 1.17, you’ll notice that they look similar. The only
difference is in the placement of the headings. In the column on the left, the word “Unkgnome” is
equidistant from the top and bottom paragraphs. The result is that it looks more like a separator
than a heading for the next paragraph. In the second column, the “Gnomenclature” heading is
placed closer to the paragraph that follows it. In accordance with the rules of proximity, this
heading appears to belong to that block of text.

quis. nostrud exerci tation ularrlbnrpar susupn lobortis nisl ut
allqup ex ea commodo consequat. Duis autem vel eum
inure dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse molestie con-

sequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros
et accumsan et iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent lup-
tatum zzril delenit augue duis dolore te feugait nulla.Ea
commodo consequat. Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, con-
sectetuer adipiscing elit, sed diam nonummy nibh euismod
tincidunt ut lacreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut
wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis nostrud exerci tation
ullameorper.Ullamcorper suscipit lobortis nisl ut aliquip ex ea

Gnomenclature
Ut wisi enim ad minim veniam, quis trud

exerci tation ull per suscipit loborti

nisl ut aliquip ex ea commodo consequat.
Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendre- ¢
rit in vulputate velit esse molestie conse-
quat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facili- §%
sis at vero eros et accumsan et iusto odio

Figure 1.17. Proximity between headers and content

Repetition

A gaggle of geese, a school of fish, a pride of lions. Any time you bring a set of like items together,
they form a group. In the same way, repetition of colors, shapes, textures, or similar objects helps
to tie a web page design together so that it feels like a cohesive unit. The example in Figure 1.18
illustrates repetition. Even though there exists other similar strokes, the nine red strokes on the left-
hand side appear to be a unified group because they repeat a shape, color, and texture. The strokes
to the right of this group have no repeated pattern, so they appear isolated even though there are
other shapes nearby.
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§88 0

Figure 1.18. Creating a group using repetition

Whether you notice it or not, repetition is often used in website designs to unify elements of the
layout. An example of this concept at work among unmodified HTML elements is the bulleted list.
The bullet that precedes each list item is a visual indicator that the bullet items are parts of a whole.
Repeated patterns and textures can also help to unify a design. Take a look at the screenshot of
Odosketch,'? a digital canvas app and art community created by Odopod. This layout contains
many eye-catching elements, but the repeated thumbnail images with the “Featured” banners create
a unified gallery, while the sketchy header elements make the user-created thumbnails fit with the

site.

3 ) \ N

F TS “_’ New to Odosketch: Faatured & Recent Sketches, User Accounts, Sketch Slideshow 7 signup = sign In. he!p'. g

] L o T S N R N A R = T e "‘_'4"-'_"':'___"_74__A""""'-.'\"" J‘I.. ’
% READY TO GET SKETCHIN? ~
-
| L § ¢
7 % B v

Untitlad by Mourningdove Buttarfly by Sushmita_singh i Lonelybird by Nickpham

Figure 1.19. Odosketch Gallery

12 http://sketch.odopod.com/
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Emphasis

Closely related to the idea of unity is the concept of emphasis or dominance. Rather than focusing
on the various elements of a design fitting together, emphasis is about making a particular feature
draw the viewer’s attention. When you design a web page layout, often you’ll identify an item in
the content, or the layout itself, that you want to stand out. Perhaps it’s a button for users to press,
or an error message for them to read. One method of achieving such emphasis is by making that
element into a focal point. A focal point is any element on a page that draws the viewer’s eye, rather
than just being part of the page as a whole or blending in with its surroundings. As with unity, there
are a few tried-and-true methods of achieving a focal point.

Placement

Although the constraints of practical web design do not often allow for it, the direct center of a
composition is the point at which users look first, and is typically the strongest location for producing
emphasis. The further from the center an element is, the less likely it will be noticed first. On the
Web, the top-left corner of the page also tends to demand a lot of attention for those of us who read
from left to right (remember that many languages, like Hebrew and Arabic, are read from right to
left) and scan a page from top to bottom.

Continuance

The idea behind continuance or flow is that when our eyes start moving in one direction, they tend
to continue along that path until a more dominant feature comes along. Figure 1.20 demonstrates
this effect. Even though the bottom splotch is bigger and so tends to catch your eye first, your brain
can’t help but go “Hey, looky there, an arrow!” Soon enough, you’ll find yourself staring at the
smaller object.

¢

|

Figure 1.20. Continuance and placement: creating emphasis

Continuance is one of the most common methods that web designers use to unify a layout. By default,
the left edge of headings, copy, and images placed on a web page form a vertical line down the left
side of a page before any styling is applied. A simple way to make additional use of this concept is
to align elements to the lines of your grid. This creates multiple lines of continuance for your visitors’
eyes to follow down the page.
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Isolation

In the same way that proximity helps us create unity in a design, isolation promotes emphasis. An
item that stands out from its surroundings will tend to demand attention. Even though he’s sad to
be apart from his buddies, the isolated monkey in Figure 1.21 stands out as a focal point on the

page.

Figure 1.21. Isolation: a sad monkey

Contrast

Contrast is defined as the juxtaposition of dissimilar graphic elements, and is the most common
method used to create emphasis in a layout. The concept is simple: the greater the difference between
a graphic element and its surroundings, the more that element will stand out. Contrast can be created
using differences in color (which I’ll discuss in more detail in Chapter 2), size, and shape. Take a
look at the Twitter home page in Figure 1.22.

Have an account? | Sign in =/

New to Twitter? T

Discover what's happening right now, anywhere in the world Twitter is a rich source of
instant information. Stay

updated. Keep others updated,
TRENDING TOPICS It's a whole thing.

Boswha e Top Tweets v %

ﬁ & i Ei . kellyoxford Jenna Jameson to Oprah, "There's a little bit of Customize Twitter by choosing
caaan Jenna Jameson in everyone.” I'm pretty sure she got that who to follow. Then see tweets
Pt backwards. from those folks as soon as
A‘h ‘ g | about 1 hour ago they're posted.
. n - -& DeepakChopra When you feel love , act on it. Speak your
= = g ' )
o heart. Be truthful. Remain open. Using Twitter for a business?
E ‘ ‘ ‘ _g about 1 hour ago Check out Twitter 101
Friends and industry peers you PeterGriffinn You know you're stupid when you wake someone
know. Celebrities you watch. up by asking if they're asleep.
Businesses you frequent. Find A about 1 hour ago

them all on Twitter.
P oreooarbo Yl Am What | Am.* "One Day At A Time" and *7:051"

© 2010 Twirter About Us Contact Blog Status Goodies APl Business Help Jobs Terms Privacy Language: English v

Figure 1.22. Twitter: using orange for contrast

If there’s a singular link or button you want your visitors to click on in a page, it’s known as a call
to action. When you look at the preceding layout, what first grabs your attention? For me, it’s the
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Sign Up button in the right column. It’s the only place on the page that uses those bright orange
and yellow colors, and the text is much bigger than the Search and Sign In buttons. By placing it
in a block that crosses over that trending topics bar, it has plenty of continuance, isolation, and
contrast. Twitter really wants you to click that button, so it’s creating as much emphasis as possible

to ensure its call to action is effective.

Proportion

Another interesting way of creating emphasis in a composition is through the use of proportion.
Proportion is a principle of design that has to do with differences in the scale of objects. If we place
an object in an environment that’s of smaller scale than the object itself, that object will appear
larger than it does in real life, and vice versa. This difference in proportion draws viewers’ attention
to the object, as it seems out of place in that context.

In Figure 1.23, I've taken our sad, isolated monkey and superimposed him over the skyline of
Manhattan to prove my point. Between the sharp contrast in color and the difference in proportion,
your brain immediately says, “Hey, this isn’t quite right,” and you’re left staring at the monkey

until you force yourself to look away.

Figure 1.23. Proportion: a monkey in Manhattan

This principle works for miniaturization as well. Take a look at the BeerCamp event website'? in
Figure 1.24, designed by David DeSandro. The first element you probably notice is the massive
BeerCamp headline. From here, though, my eye jumps straight to the arrow and into the row of

'3 http://sxsw.beercamp.com/
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buildings. This is due to both continuance and eye-catching use of proportion. For those interested
in the possibilities of CSS3, I should point out that no images are used to create what you see here.

BEERCAMP

SXSW 2010 EDITION

FOLLOW @NCLUD MONDAY
FOR UPDATES March 15

TWENTY TEN
begins ot 7:30 PM,

11 1 1
& & & 5 &

iiddie Fnnnnw

An open invitation E&vevones anvoneis weicome.

Open bar 'til the fiotilla of kegs are kicked.

TO PARTY ==

Figure 1.24. BeerCamp: a tiny piece of SXSW history

Creating emphasis in your design isn’t just the key to making your call to action stand out. It’s also
how we move a viewer’s eyes across the page. By giving elements a descending level of emphasis,
you can suggest an order for visitors to follow. If you keep this in mind as you build your sites, you
can echo the emphasis you create with semantic HTML markup and CSS. For instance, by matching
h1 to h6 headline tags with a respective level of visual emphasis, you can provide a similar view
of what’s visually important in the page to search engines and vision-impaired visitors.

Next, we’ll look at some well-tested examples of designs from which you can work.

Bread-and-butter Layouts

Most of what we’ve talked about thus far has been design theory. Theory’s helpful, but it can only
take us so far towards understanding why some ideas work—and others don’t—in a website’s design.
In my opinion, examples and practice are much more valuable. Most academic graphic design
programs include a curriculum that’s rich in art history and fine art. These classes provide a great
foundation for an understanding of graphic design from an art perspective, but they do little to
prepare you for the specific challenges you encounter when you take your designs to the Web.
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Pablo Picasso once said, “I am always doing that which I cannot do, in order that I may learn how
to do it.” While I like to take that approach when designing a new website, it’s important first to
know what you can do. When you look out across the Internet, you can see that the possibilities
for layout are endless. Depending on the goals of the site, though, only a few of those possibilities
make good design sense. That’s why we see certain configurations of identity, navigation, and
content over and over again.

In this section, we’ll talk about the three most common layouts, and explore some of their advantages
and disadvantages.

Left-column Navigation

Regardless of whether we’re talking about liquid or fixed-width layout design, the left-column
navigation format is a time-honored standard. The layout of the Porsche site,'* pictured in Fig-
ure 1.25, is a classic example of this configuration. Many sites that fit into this mold don’t necessarily
use the left column as the main navigation block—sometimes you’ll see the navigation along the
top of the page—but they still divide the layout below the header into a narrow (one-third or less)
left column and a wide right column. It’s like a security blanket, or that comfortable shirt with holes
in the armpits that you wear once a week—even though it drives your spouse crazy. For those
reasons, a layout featuring left-column navigation is a safe choice for most projects.

- S I S

]

Figure 1.25. Left-column navigation at Porsche

The downside to sites that use left-column navigation is that they can appear to lack creativity. It’s
been done so many times, in so many ways, over so many years that they tend to look the same.
That’s not to say you should avoid using a left-column navigation layout. At a guess, I'd say that
75% of the sites I've designed have a secondary left-column navigation, but I do try to mix it up a
little when I can.

Speaking of mixing it up, how about picking that left column up and sticking it on the other side
of the content? Then you’d have a right-column navigation layout.

1% http://www.porsche.com/usa/models/911/
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Right-column Navigation

If you're going to restrict your main content to one side of the page, it’s more widespread these days
to push it to the left, placing navigation, advertising, and subsidiary content on the right. This is
an especially common configuration for news sites, social networks, and websites with expansive
navigation schemes that are unable to be contained within a simple top navigation. BlueCross
BlueShield of South Carolina'® is an example of such a site. It features several different layouts and
color schemes for each section. The screenshot you see in Figure 1.26 is a fourth-level page—that
is, it’s four clicks away from the front page. By keeping the secondary navigation on the right, it
stays out of the way of visitors who, if they’re this deep already, are looking for some very specific
content.

Figure 1.26. Right-column navigation at BlueCross BlueShield of South Carolina

Ultimately, the decision on whether to put a navigation column on the left or the right is a judgment
call that’s really about the amount and type of content you have to organize. If it’s a simple site that
doesn’t require any secondary navigation, consider a narrow, column-less layout. Good design is
often more about what you leave out than what you put in. If you do need a secondary column, just
remember that the content is what your visitors are there for ... and more and more, they’re looking
for it on the left.

Three-column Navigation

The typical three-column layout has a wide center column flanked by two diminutive navigational
columns. The ThinkGeek'® store shown in Figure 1.27 is an example of this web page layout staple.
Although three columns may be necessary on pages that have a ton of navigation, short bits of
content, or advertising to display, whitespace is essential if we’re to keep a layout from appearing
cluttered.

!> http://www.southcarolinablues.com/
16 http://www.thinkgeek.com/
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Vi 1411 St m st Toy
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Figure 1.27. Three-column navigation at ThinkGeek

Finding Inspiration

Just because the left-column, right-column, and three-column layout configurations are the bread
and butter of most web page designs, there’s no need to feel confined to these layouts. A pleth-
ora—yes, a plethora—of design showcase and design pattern sites have been created to feature new
and innovative ideas that might help you think outside the box, including the following (just to
name a few):

Unmatched Style at http://unmatchedstyle.com/
There are a ton of great CSS galleries out there. Unmatched Style is more selective than others,
and the video podcasts and interviews are usually interesting as well.

CSS Drive at http://cssdrive.com/
Like Unmatched Style, CSS Drive is a CSS gallery. What makes this one special is that they do
a good job of categorizing featured sites by color schemes and layout.

Design Meltdown at http://designmeltdown.com/
From 2005-2009, Patrick McNeil collected and cataloged thousands of interested web designs.
He has published two books, and the Design Meltdown site continues to be a great source of
inspiration.

Pattern Tap at http://patterntap.com/
Unlike the first three examples, Pattern Tap is a gallery of interface patterns rather than entire
websites. Here you’ll find collections of navigation styles, contact forms, pagination, tabs, and

more.

Yahoo Design Pattern Library at http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/
Similar to Pattern Tap, but with far fewer examples and variations, the Yahoo Design Pattern
Library is a great place to learn about standard user interface elements.
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Using a Morgue File

I know what you’re thinking: “Great, I have a bunch of galleries and pattern libraries to look at—now
what?” One of the most useful tips my first graphic design professor taught me was to create a
morgue file whenever I was collecting inspiration for a large project. The concept is fairly simple:
if you’re doing an illustration or marketing project that involves trains, you clip out and print up
anything you can find that might give you inspiration and keep it all in a folder. It helps with your
current project, and should you ever need to do another project involving trains, you’ll have lots
of inspiration on hand.

The morgue file idea slipped my mind until a few years ago. I found myself looking for a site I'd
seen in a gallery site that I liked, but of which I was unable to remember the name or address. Sure
it’s great to have access to lots of great inspiration resources, but they useless if you can’t find the
specific example you’re looking for. That was when I started my own digital morgue file. Lately,
I've been using an application called LittleSnapper'’ for Mac that allows me to create a screenshot
of part of the screen, or even a whole web page (no more scroll, snap, scroll, snap). LittleSnapper
also lets you give each snapshot a name, and tags to make them easy to find later. Of course, no
matter what operating system you prefer, there are plenty of ways to take a snapshot for your morgue
file. Having a repository of website designs that I can look at has been a handy resource on countless
occasions when I've been searching for inspiration.

Capture a Screenshot for Your Own Morgue File

1. Select the browser window that’s displaying the page you wish to save as a screenshot.
2. Copy a screenshot of the browser window to your clipboard:

On a PC, press Alt+Print Screen or use the native Snipping Tool (Windows Vista or 7) to grab
a section of the screen.

On a Magc, press Shift+Command+4, then Space to turn the cursor into a camera. Then, hold
down Ctrl, and click on the browser window.

3. At this point, you should have a screenshot of the browser window in your clipboard. Open a
new document in your favorite graphics program or document editor, and paste in the screenshot.

4. Save your image or document.

17 http://www.realmacsoftware.com/littlesnapper/
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Fresh Trends

If you're feeling so overwhelmed by the above resources that even to contemplate starting a morgue
file for inspiration is beyond you, take a few minutes to browse through those sites. Look past the
colors and textures to the boxes that make up the layout, and try to identify standard ideas and
design trends. By doing this, I've started to notice a few trends that seem to be emerging in website
layouts.

Navigationless Magazine Style

If you're reading this paragraph, I'm guessing you probably didn’t arrive via the table of contents.
On the Web, we tend to be a lot more goal-oriented and consume information in bits and pieces.
Site navigation allows us to be quick, efficient ... and erratic. What if you don’t want your visitors
skipping to another page? What if the information you need to convey is best consumed as a whole,
like a book or magazine article? If that’s the case, why include navigation at all? That’s the approach
that Design Informer'® takes with each of its art-directed articles. Other than a tiny Design Informer
logo in the header graphic, there are no site navigation links on each article’s page until you reach
the comments section in the footer. A trend from one website, you ask? Take a look at the other
examples in Figure 1.28, from The Bold Italic'® and 52 Weeks of Ux.°

ESONNG . | CINDERELLA STORY

Figure 1.28. Not much navigation going on here, just great uninterrupted content

18 http://designinformer.com/
19 http://thebolditalic.com/
20 http://52weeksofux.com/
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Expansive Footers

This one is less of a trend and more an ongoing phenomenon. I featured expansive footers in the
first edition of this book, and these continue to grow today, both in size and in the types of inform-
ation people are putting in them. Rather than using the footer for just essential links and a copyright
notice, many sites are utilizing this once-neglected piece of page real estate to include contact in-
formation, expanded site navigation, and social media content. Although putting a site’s main
navigational element at the bottom of the page is a bad idea, including “bonus” navigation and
content in that space is an obvious solution. A great example of this trend is the FortySeven Media-
designed Show & Tell Consignment Sale.’’

WHAT IS IT? ] SIGN UP

Know What's Going On

Get Emails and follow us on Facebook and Twitter.

Email Sign Up

Welcome to Show & Tell Blog Entries

At Show & Tell Consignment Sale we show excellent items for a great We Want to Help Your Community!
price and you tell everyone you know about the sale. We also offer o Camitwnite

exciting opportunities for the entrepreneur at heart and for

non-profit organizations to host their own sale. Let us know how we Prosperity Versus Greed

can help you and remember, tell everyone about Show & Tell 1 Comments

Consignment Sale!
Eating Out

o Comments
(&) Are You a Non-Profit? |_CONTACTUS -5 |

If you are looking for innovative ways to raise funds, we would love to
show and tell you how.

Info for Sellers Recent Blog Entries We're Social Email Signup
+ Acceptable Items + We Want to Help Your f [P e b Facehool Regular updates on sales and promotions in

+ Preparing ltems Community! your area. Stay in the loop!

+ Prosperity Versus Greed Follow us on Twittar

+ Dropping Items Off . = -
+ Eating Out you@you.com Go

* Terms/Betals Subscribe to Events
+ Payment

+ After the Sale 8 | Subscribe to Blog
+ Calendar

+ Login

All Right: e Valid XHTM e Designed by FortySeven Media

Figure 1.29. Presenting extra content in the footer at Show & Tell Consignment Sale
See also:

Mozilla at http://mozilla.org/
Creamy CSS at http://creamycss.com/
And yes, even http://sitepoint.com/

2! http://showandtellsale.com
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Bare-bones Minimalism

Similar to the navigationless magazine style and quite contrary to the expansive footer concept,
many sites are removing a lot of the standard web content fare. Minimalist design is all about reducing
your design down to the most essential elements. In Figure 1.30, Analog Coop®? accomplishes this
by reducing its copy to a single, fun-to-read page. For Kha Hoang,?® being a minimalist is having a
home page with simply a list of portfolio links, a quote on design, and some contact info. It’s an
easy concept to apply: just go through each element of each page and ask yourself what it’s adding

to your website. If you’re without an answer, toss it out.

. Analog is a company of frisnds who malke web sites.
ﬂm@p 1t's & co-operative where imagination, design, and Kha Hoang
enginsering thrive; good people doing good work.
i ol 9 %‘
e et - e
= « @ T ]
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Alan, Jos, and Jun are I tha U

PEOPLE e and Jon Tan —azd
doruiapers — Andre Erievat, Cliria Shsbet, and Jor: Oftens, Betweas o1,

mummum mumm m g Wetatod
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Figure 1.30. Two flavors of minimalism: the Analog Coop and the portfolio of Kha Hoang

Minimalism isn’t a new design trend by any stretch of the imagination—even on the Web. In the
art world, the minimalist movement of the 1960s and ‘70s was a reaction against the overly self-
expressive era of abstract expressionism. Similarly, the recent explosion in minimalism and single-
page designs on the Web is a reaction against the overly interactive Web 2.0 era. It’s an attempt at
balancing out the hustle and bustle of social media with the equivalent to a peaceful café or quiet

art gallery.
See also:

Brand New at http://www.underconsideration.com/brandnew/

Sage Media at http://www.sagemediari.com/

Resizing: Fixed, Fluid, or Responsive Layouts

Back when we were drawing our first layout blocks with pencil and paper, I explained that the
outer rectangle we were designing within was the containing block. In print design, the containing
block is a physical object like a business card or a billboard. On the Web, our container is the browser

22 http://analog.coop/
23 http://khahoang.com/
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window. Should the design fill the browser window, or should it have a set width? This decision
is one that has plagued web designers for hundreds, if not thousands of years—all the way back to
the days when we used tables and spacer.gif files to lay out web page content. Okay, maybe not
thousands of years ago, but this is a long-standing debate nonetheless.

Fixed Width

If you’ve started your layout with the 960 Grid System that I talked about earlier, chances are you're
working toward a fixed-width layout. These designs are wrapped with a div that’s given a pixel-
based width (say, 960 pixels), and centered within the body tag using margin:0 auto;. If the browser
window is wider than 960 pixels, you’ll see the body element’s background to the left and right of
the container; and if it’s narrower, you’ll have a horizontal scrollbar. Fixed-width layouts are easier
to design for—and maintain—because you’re essentially building exactly what you design in Pho-
toshop. Figure 1.31 shows a similar layout structure as fixed and as fluid in the same width of
browser space.

. FIXED WIDTH . FLUID WIDTH

64.6%

31.3%

--

Figure 1.31. Fixed and fluid—or crunchy and squishy if you prefer

Fluid Width

A fluid or liquid layout is designed with percentage-based widths, so that the container stretches
when you resize the browser window. These take more thought to plan, as you have to foresee
problems that might occur at every possible width. Sometimes pixel-width columns are mixed with
percentage-based columns in a fluid layout, but the idea is to show the user as much horizontal
content as will fit on their screen. Typically, fluid layouts take advantage of the min-width and

max-width properties of CSS, ensuring the container doesn’t become ridiculously narrow or wide.

One reason some designers reject fluid layouts is because they think it impedes them using a grid
to create their designs. There are several resources available for designing fluid layouts on a grid,

including a fluid adaptation of the 960 Grid System.?* Ultimately, though, the decision to use one
type of layout over the other should really be determined by the target audience, and the accessib-

24 http://www.designinfluences.com/fluid960gs/
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ility goals of each individual website. The pros and cons of each layout type are fairly well-defined,
as Table 1.1 shows.

Table 1.1. Fixed versus liquid layouts: the pros and cons

Pros Cons

Fixed width gives designer more control over how an image can appear dwarfed in large browser windows

floated within the content will look
takes control away from the user

allows for planned whitespace

improves readability with narrower text blocks

Liquid width adapts to most screen resolutions and devices challenging to read when text is spanning a

wide distance
reduces user scrolling

harder to execute successfully

limits or imposes on whitespace

With these pros and cons in mind, I've designed more fixed-width layouts than liquid. I like having
control over how the content will display, and working with the background space. On the flip
side, I sometimes enjoy the challenges that liquid layouts bring to the table. But, regardless of per-
sonal preferences, it’s important to put the needs of your client first. If you’re deciding on the width
of a fixed-width layout, you have to think about the audience for which you’re designing, and create
a layout that meets the needs of those users.

An Alternative: Responsive Layouts

It’s been said that for every rule, there’s an exception. That’s usually true in the web world, and
designers have come up with many variants and hybrids of fixed-width and fluid-width layout
structures. I've seen articles recently that list up to ten different layout types. For the purpose of
this chapter, however, most of those could be categorized as either fixed or fluid. One recent A List
Apart article, though, introduced a novel layout type that I think we’ll be seeing a lot more of. The

»25

article was titled “Responsive Web Design”<” and it was written by Ethan Marcotte.

Rather than repeat the entire article here, I highly recommend that you check it out. If  had to name
this layout technique myself, I would call it the Omnipotent Mercury Morphing Methodology, but
that’s probably why I didn’t come up with it. The idea is that as the mobile market makes browser
window widths more and more inconsistent, the need for our layouts to be fluid and adapt to dif-
ferent widths is increasingly vital. The technique takes advantage of some fancy fluid scaling and

25 hittp://www.alistapart.com/articles/responsive-web-design/
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CSS3 media queries to completely change the layout as it hits certain width thresholds. Figure 1.32
shows screenshots of Ethan’s example at three different browser widths.

In the year 1878 [ took my degree of Doctor of Medicine of the University of London, and
proceeded to Netley to go through the course prescribed for surgeons in the army. Having
completed my studies there, | was duly attached to the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers as
Assistant Surgeon. The regiment was stationed in India at the time, and before [ could join
It, the second Afghan war had broken out. On landing at Bombay, 1 learned that my corps
had advanced through the passes, and was already deep in the enemy’s country.
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Figure 1.32. A layout that adapts to mobile, desktop, and JumboTron

Ethan’s responsive web design (or Omnipotent Mercury Morphing Methodology) is a great solution
to a problem we’ve yet to discuss: screen resolutions.
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Screen Resolution

In comparison to the fixed-versus-fluid debate, the argument about designing for particular screen
resolutions has been quite tame these past few years. When designers say that a site is designed, or
optimized, for a particular screen resolution, they’re actually talking about the resolution of the
viewer’s monitor. In the past, the screen resolution debate was focused on whether our designs
should still accommodate monitor resolutions of 800x600 without displaying a horizontal scrollbar.

@ Screen Resolution

According to W3Schools’ screen resolution statistics,® in January 2010, 1% of web users had their
screens set to 800x600 pixels (down from 4% in 2009), 20% had their resolutions set at 1024x768
pixels (down from 36%), and a whopping 76% of visitors had a resolution higher than 1024x768.
Figure 1.33 illustrates these trends.

These days, it’s a given assumption that desktop browsers display at least 1024x768. Even the ma-
jority of netbook computers have a 1024x600 or higher resolution. For that reason, 960px has become
the de facto width for most web design projects. With W3Schools reporting the growth of users
with resolutions greater than 1024, you’d think we’d be looking to push the standard width past
960, but there are a couple of reasons why this probably won’t happen. First, most users with larger
monitors still keep their browser window set less than 1024px wide, so they can see other applica-
tions they have running. The other reason is line length. If a line of text is too long, it becomes less
readable. Therefore, a wider default layout width would really only allow us to add more columns.

80% Monitor Resolution

[ Higher
Il 1024x768 pixels
M 800x600 pixels

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

2007 2008 2009 2010

Figure 1.33. W3Schools' screen resolution statistics

26 hittp://www.w3schools.com/browsers/browsers_display.asp
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Although desktop browser statistics like those provided by W3Schools justify our use of 960px
layouts, they ignore a major segment of the web browsing population: mobile users. Citing the same
article I mentioned earlier about responsive web design, mobile browsing is expected to outpace
desktop-based access within three to five years. As mobile screen resolutions increase and mobile
browsers catch up to their desktop cousins, it’s safe to say that your website design will be readable
in modern mobile devices. You should still include popular mobile devices in your browser testing,
though; if we’re struggling to make the sites we design look right in IE7, shouldn’t we be checking
them on mobile browsers as well?

Taking the increase in mobile usage a bit more seriously, a greater amount of websites are providing
mobile-optimized versions of their sites; this, of course, means that more and more clients will be
demanding mobile-optimized sites as well. This used to be a complicated task, dealing with mobile-
specific languages like WML and awful, inept browsers like Blackberry’s old RIM OS.

il Carrier = 11:15 AM =

b”p.tv Featured | Popular A Recent

Hello there,

It looks like the best shows of
the web are now on your
phone. Sweet.

A misfit roller derby
teenager from Red
Carpet Diary

> Wildcard Maple Bacon
= Tri Tip from Tailgatin
® with The Cleavers

Figure 1.34. Blip.tv on iOS (as seen on http://cssiphone.com)

Fortunately, designing a mobile-optimized site today is mostly about revamping your layout to
work on mobile screens while possibly leveraging some of the bonus features of the OS to make it
shine. Covering the technical details of designing a mobile-optimized site is outside the scope of
this book, but the layout principles and design theory discussed in the rest of the chapter still apply.
At the end of the day, no matter what you're designing, the needs of your client and their target
audience should be the driving force behind your decisions.
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Application: Southern Savers

Often, much of what we do as designers is subconscious. We can usually tell you on a choice-by-

choice basis why we made specific decisions, but it doesn’t come naturally to verbalize the proced-
ures we follow. Sometimes the best way to explain how to apply graphic design principles is by
walking through the design process of an actual client website.

Enter: Southern Savers,?’ a real web design project for a real client. In June of 2008, Jenny Martin
started Southern Savers on Blogger.com to share the best grocery deals she found with her friends.
After a few short months, the site grew too big for Blogger and her husband James migrated it to a
self-hosted WordPress install. Neither Jenny nor James had any design experience, so they purchased
a WordPress theme, created a header graphic, and Jenny carried on blogging. A little over two years
since starting out, the site now receives over three million hits a month and has over 60,000 fans
on Facebook—all with the basic design template you see here in Figure 1.35.
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Figure 1.35. The old Southern Savers design

27 http://www.southernsavers.com/
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Jenny knew a redesign was long overdue, and hired the rock-star design agency Squared Eye?® to
do the job. Being a friend of Jenny and of Matthew Smith of Squared Eye, it’s been interesting to
see the design process unfold from both the client and agency perspective. I knew that following
this process through each chapter of this book would be insightful for you as well, and am extremely
grateful that both Jenny and Matthew agreed to let me use the project as an example.

Getting Started

Usually, clients have specific ideas about what their site should look like and how it should work.
Depending on the client, these preconceptions can either help or hinder the design process—more
often, the latter. However, on this project, Squared Eye was given free rein to completely redesign
and rebrand the site. Matthew knew it was important that he and his team not only understand
how the website worked, but who the Southern Savers visitors were and why they were there.
Freelance web strategist Emily Smith, the information architect for the project, explains, “Before
design could start, we went through a discovery phase to find out what the goals were. We also
went to one of Jenny’s Couponing 101 workshops and talked to attendees. We evaluated how recur-
ring visitors use the site—watching over their shoulders, talking about what features and function-
ality they depend on, and observing how they navigate.”

@ User Testing

This is a term for the activity Emily describes as “watching over their shoulders.” Monitoring actual
user behavior before and after a redesign is a good way to gauge its success. A great DIY tool for
user testing is Silverback.?’

Taking what they learned from their time with Jenny and her website users, Emily and the rest of
the Squared Eye team went back to their shared working space. “We mapped out the personalities
that were currently using the site, and broke them down into actual personas,” Matthew said. From
there they started exploring how to organize the information on the site, so that new users and
regulars alike could find what they were looking for.

28 http://squaredeye.com/
29 http://silverbackapp.com/
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I mentioned earlier that sticky notes and whiteboards
were great tools for information architecture. Emily
made good use of both in the exploration stage of the
Southern Savers redesign. As you can see in Figure 1.36,
there was a lot of content that had to be organized, and
the office wall was the best place to sort it all out.

Once Emily had all the pages grouped into appropriate
navigation sections, it was time to start working on a
layout. She knew the layout for the site was going to be
960px wide, and that for most of the pages, a two-
column layout would be necessary. Because there were
so many navigation elements to work with, she designed
the layout structure as a wireframe in a Mac application
called Omnigrafﬂe.3o Figure 1.37 shows her proposed
wireframe for the home page.

1.0 Logo and Tagline

Printables | Learn to Coupon | About Me | Workshops | Coupons

P
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Figure 1.37. Proposed home page wireframe for Southern Savers
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Notice that there are no colors, no real images, and no actual HTML elements in this example. The
goal of a wireframe is simply to establish the layout structure and the positioning of elements.
Earlier in the chapter, I said that in a good design, users “recognize each page as belonging to the
site.” That doesn’t necessarily mean that the layout of each page has to be exactly the same. In fact,
it’s good to work in some contrast between the home page and other pages in the site. As Emily
created the wireframes for the rest of the site, she spiced it up by planning alternate layouts for
some sections, like the “Learn to Coupon” section shown in Figure 1.38.
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Figure 1.38. Wireframe for the “Learn to Coupon” section of Southern Savers

Okay, maybe “spiced things up” was a bit of an overstatement when talking about colorless wire-

frames, but the design ball is certainly rolling here. Now that the Southern Savers layout is mapped
out, it’s time to move on to the next subject: color!






