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DESIGNING WEB SITES

LIKE A PRO.

So, you’ve got your nice new copy of Serif WebPlus and you’re itching to fire
it up and create the perfect website, either for yourself or for paying clients.
But where do you start? Ok, most people start by looking over the interface
and the many sample designs that Serif thoughtfully offer us as a first step,
and this is clearly the best starting point for those who wish to familiarise
themselves with the web site development interface that Serif provides.
Now what? You know how to use the product, you’re familiar with all the
bells and whistles, and you can even adapt the WebPlus templates to create
an attractive looking web site with the least amount of technical or artistic
ability, but that is only the starting point.

For those of us that want to create a truly great web site or those who wish
to create excellent web sites for paying customers, we have to go a step
beyond learning how to use the software. It’s a bit like buying an auto
mechanics toolkit and learning how to use every item in the box. It doesn’t
matter how proficient you may be at handling the tools, your knowledge will
be useless if you don’t understand how to fix automobiles. The same is true
of web site development. The tools simply enable you to work more
efficiently and comfortably, but you still have to know how a web site has to
function before you can develop one that’s effective and attractive for you
or your clients.

In this tutorial publication we’re going to look at the real nuts and bolts of
web design rather than the tools we use to create web sites. In the following
pages you will gain a better understanding of how web pages work, what
their purpose is, how they should be laid out to achieve a desired objective,
and you will learn the simple questions you need to ask clients before you
even begin to put pen to paper (or cursor to screen). By following the advice
and recommendations in the following pages you will truly surprise yourself
at just how easy it is to create elegant and highly efficient web sites for just
about any type of business, non-profit, or personal undertaking. You’ll learn
some of the secrets of good layout techniques, colour scheming, and page
framing to help you create sites of outstanding design and functionality.
What’s more, you’ll need little more than a set of fairly basic design rules to
guide you through the process.

In the first section, we’ll be discussing the real purpose of web sites, and
how they differ from other forms of visual communication. Don’t worry, it’s



not going to be a boring thesis on the subject of graphic design, but it is
important that you read through the first section to give you a better
understanding of web design principles. Understand those basic principles
and you’ll start to view web sites with a whole new set of eyes. It will be like
lifting a veil and seeing the world in all its glory for the very first time. The
remaining sections will be a walk-through of all the stages of designing a
truly great web site. By this, I don’t mean designing a site like no-one has
ever seen before, but a web site that does what it’s supposed to do. A
website that will be easy on the eye, have all the right elements in the right
places and one that will invoke a desirable user reaction. In a later section,
we’ll translate this new-found knowledge into practical guidance on how to
use WebPlus when implementing these basic design rules. You will also find
some helpful links on the way, as well as a download links to a WebPlus
project file to give you a helping start.

Before we begin, I must first ask you to accept some fairly basic realities that
will be applicable to most people reading this publication. This is by no
means intended to be a critical assessment of independent web site
developers, but more of a reminder of the pitfalls we can all too easily fall
into. In my own organization, we rarely put web site designers and web site
creators in the same room. This is because they each have a very precise and
unique function in the development process. Designers design and web site
creators do all the technical stuff to bring the design to reality. One is a
visionary function, and the other is a purely technical one. This arrangement
works very well because we avoid the temptation of including gadgets and
gizmos into the project for no other reason than we have the ability and
tools to create them.

Clearly, independent web site developers rarely have the luxury of working
as part of a team. Therefore, we have to exercise a greater degree of
discipline in our approach to web design projects. Only in exceptional
circumstances will we want to create web sites that simply show off our
talent for incorporating all the latest wiz-bang gadgets that are available to
us. We may well have the skills to incorporate Flash animations, collapsing
menus and accordions, or throbbing graphics that do more to annoy than
impress, but the bottom line is that we should resist the temptation at all
costs.

It’s very difficult, when you have good technical skills, to produce a site that
doesn’t incorporate your total wealth of knowledge. It somehow seems less
rewarding to simply churn out a basic HTML site. But the truth is it’s your
client’s needs that must be met first and foremost. In wearing your
designer’s hat, you have to assess your client’s needs and produce a design
that fulfils those needs. Only when the design is correct will you get down to



“making it happen”. This is where you remove your designer hat and replace
it with your technical one. It is at that point that you can examine the
technical issues required to make the design work as a website. Try not to
design with a particular technology in mind. Remember, the most effective
and commercially successful web sites today are some of the simplest,
cleanest designs you will see. Yes, there may be a whole bunch of technical
expertise behind the public facade, but the technology should be
transparent, not obvious.

So, now we have that little piece of advice out of the way, we can get down
to examining the fascinating subject of web site design.



THE ROLE OF DESIGN
Back in my youth (many years ago), I remember all the local companies
adorning our local high streets. There was a whole raft of different shops,
banks, offices and service companies, but they all had one thing in common
– the business facade was fairly boring. In fact, all that was required in the
late fifties to early sixties was a simple sign over the shop window that
carried the name of the business. Some types of business really pushed the
boat out by using some form of symbology to give us a clue as to the nature
of the business. However, this was little more than something like a cast pig
hanging outside the butcher’s shop, or a red and white striped pole outside
the hairdresser (or barber shops as they used to be called). Even the banks
had little more than their name emblazoned over the storefront. There was
very little in the way of design. Essentially, typography was the main means
of communicating company identity, and even that was in fairly basic fonts.

Compare that with today’s world of business. Now days, you have to have a
well thought out corporate image if you are to succeed in an increasingly
competitive environment. Everything today is all about Brand Awareness
and invoking human emotions. Branding is now fundamental to commercial
success, and with good reason. Branding is basically the promotion of a
“Promise” or “Expectation”. Good branding reduces the need to “Sell”
because the selling has been done by the Brand image. People instinctively
know that a particular brand represents things like quality, service, prestige,
or some other desirable attribute. This means that when you browse around
the local computer store and you enquire about an Apple or Sony computer,
you’re not likely to start your enquiry by questioning the credentials of the
company behind the brand. Instead, you get straight into the technical
questions. But what would happen if another product caught your eye –
maybe with a brand name like “Widget and Frigit Celeron Pro Notebook”? I
think the salesman would have a much harder time convincing you to buy
that product for the simple reason that the company doesn’t have a brand
image. Such is the power of branding, and such is the power of design in
promoting brand awareness.

Good effective design is now an essential part of commercial life. Visual
communications has become the lifeblood of the modern business world.
Everything from printed advertising material, corporate and product
brochures, to TV advertising and point of sale packaging are now carefully
crafted works of art designed to stimulate consumers into buying products
and services. For several years, web sites have steadily joined the list of
visual communications media that are becoming indispensible to the
commercial world. But strangely enough, it has only been in recent years



that web site designers have begun to realise the uniqueness of web sites as
a form of visual communication. Why Unique? Because its one of the few
forms of visual communications that encourages consumer interaction with
the medium itself. Think about it, you can’t interact with a printed brochure
or a product label. You can’t interact with a billboard and you certainly can’t
push any buttons on those leaflets that people stuff in your mail box. But
web sites are a whole new ball game. Once people visit a site they can
interact with it to get product information, see product demonstrations, visit
virtual showrooms or even place orders – all from the comfort of their own
PC.

There are web sites for automobile manufactures where you can select your
preferred model, paint it in any colour, select an interior option, choose an
engine size and add any other available options that may be offered. The
end result is a nice picture of your configured vehicle and a price already
calculated based on your choices. All you then have to do is hit a button to
send an order enquiry to your local dealer. The whole thing is a totally
interactive process that engages people in the act of buying an automobile.
Psychologically, the deal is done – all the consumer needs is the money to
buy it. But hey, there’s another site where you give all your personal details
and get a credit quote on-line. You see, the whole business environment and
the method of selling has completely changed.

The above examples demonstrate the importance of good web design,
because if a website is to work correctly, it must be designed to instil
confidence. It must be engaging, clear, to the point and have an objective. If
any of those elements are missing or, if the site is confusing, either in terms
of message or interactivity, the site is useless as a commercial tool. I’ve
seen many sites that simply say things like “this is the home of XYZ builders,
this is what we do, these are some of our happy clients, and here are a few
pictures of some of the jobs we’ve done”. Such sites are little more than
electronic calling cards. The owners of such sites would be better off posting
leaflets through the neighbourhood mail boxes. However, it’s not always the
site owners that are to blame for the ineffectiveness of their web sites. It
can also be due to the fact that the web designers didn’t know what the
objective of the site was – how could they when the client probably didn’t
know either? Therefore, it’s vitally important that web designers know how
to extract sufficient information from their client to enable them to correctly
design a site that achieves a specific objective. Having extracted the
information, the next step is applying the information to the web design
process. This isn’t a technical function – this is a web site design function. No
amount of Flash, JavaScript, or even nicely designed HTML is going to
compensate for the lack of objectivity.



To many people (web site developers and clients alike) websites are viewed
as a form of advertising vehicle, or on-line brochure, the fact is that
consumers have a completely different perspective of what a web site
should be. The reason that social networking sites are so successful is
because they give site visitors an extremely high level of interactivity.
Contrary to popular belief, the success of social networking sites has very
little to do with the social networking aspect of the site. Clearly, if social
networking was all that people craved for in their life, they would use their
telephones or simply wander the streets to interact with complete
strangers. However, the ease of website interactivity encourages people to
immerse themselves in an activity that they wouldn’t dream of doing
through any other medium. The design of social networking sites has been
instrumental in their success. The sites are all cleanly designed, have a very
specific purpose that’s instantly identified on the home page, and offer
instant interactivity from the moment a visitor enters the site. The urge to
get involved can quickly become addictive.

The role of design is paramount to success. The combination of colour,
layout, typography, site message and ease of interactivity all combine to
create a “feeling”. You can test this yourself. Simply visit websites at
random. Some will please you, some will make you smile, some will annoy
you, and yet others may sadden you. But all you have in front of you is
words, pictures, colours and design elements. And yet, used in different
combinations, they can invoke a wide range of different feelings. So the
success of a good web design really boils down to its ability to invoke the
feeling that the site owner wants from the site visitor. That feeling should
then become the “trigger” that encourages the visitor to interact with the
site. Or to put it in simple terms – get them to push buttons.

TRADITIONAL SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT

When you start looking around at the many quick-fix website solutions, such
as on-line website builders, you’re virtually forced into a design standard
that has become outdated and obsolete. The assumption is that you will
want a left, right or centred content area, a navigation menu positioned at
the top or side of the page, and an overall colour scheme that is
“harmonious” rather than relevant to the site’s objectives. Whilst these
elements ARE important, and form the basic structure of a website, they do
not necessarily have to adopt a universal layout. Furthermore, once a
traditional site layout has been developed, there is a tendency to base all
pages of the site on that same layout.



Now you may be thinking that consistency of layout across a site must be
important, and you would be right. However, don’t be confused by the term
“Layout”. This doesn’t mean that all the pages have to look the same, or
(with certain exceptions) that things have to be in the same place on every
page. To better understand this concept just pick up any modern magazine.
Every page will look different, but what may not be instantly recognized is
that every page conforms to a standard publication layout. This is what gives
consistency to a publication that comprises of seemingly different design
treatments on every page.

When it comes to colours, there is often a tendency to go overboard. Many
website tools allow you to create colour pallets of 5, 6, or maybe as many as
10 colours. There is a great deal of colour theory involved in selecting a
colour palette for both websites and traditional print media, but just
because we have the ability to create an extended colour palette, it doesn’t
mean we have to use a lot of different colours. If you look at many
successful websites, the colours used are limited, subdued and not
immediately obvious. Even the Serif website has a predominantly light gray
colour scheme, and for very good reason as will be discovered later. Colour
choices are more effectively used to help “target” websites to a particular
audience. Having developed a particular palette, its then relatively simple to
deploy the scheme in making the site work the way the client wants it to
work, and how visitors will expect it to work.

Graphic elements can be used to add interest to a site, but long gone are the
days when decorative dividers and animated gifs were the rule rather than
the exception. Today’s web sites must have more effective graphic elements
that segregate content into containers, or help to focus attention onto
specific site objectives. Such graphics can be used to either make site
features more prominent, or to even make features less prominent, basically
helping visitors to IGNORE certain features of the site that must be there,
but that do not necessarily contribute much to the site objective. A typical
example is website terms and conditions. Whilst every site usually has such
conditions, you very rarely see a site where a link to the terms and
conditions page leaps off the page to hit you in the face. So there has to be
really two broad ranges of colour and graphics in a website. One is designed
to focus attention, whilst the other is designed to diminish importance. A
good web design will have both ingredients.

Pages have also become standardized and predictable in many web site
designs. I’ve lost count of the websites that follow the time honoured
structure of “Home – About Us – Products & Service – Contact Us”. Don’t
get me wrong, all these pages should be in a web site, but they don’t have to
form the focus of site navigation. Very few people will actually enter a



website and say “I really must read about this company and its founders, so
I’d better click on the about us link”. In fact, the world has become so
Internet savvy that there is often no real need to have a link that says
“home” any more. Many designers simply link the home page to the
company logo or site name which is usually positioned at the top left of all
pages.

Talking of site names and corporate logos, these have now become far less
important in web design than they once were. I remember a number of very
long threads in the WebPlus forums relating to the logo design for a well
intentioned charity organization. Whilst I participated in the search for a
suitable logo for a short while, I quickly realised that the thread was going
nowhere; the reason was simply that too much emphasis was being placed
on the elusive logo rather than on the more important aspect of site
objective. Many WebPlus users made very helpful contributions to the
threads, but they too realised they were hitting their heads against a brick
wall, and the threads were brought to a very abrupt end.

Websites are different from other forms of communication. For example,
websites are not brochures – they’re not even showcases for products or
services. Brochures are typically designed with a front cover that sets the
scene for what the brochure contains. They usually carry a strong brand or
corporate identity so readers will quickly understand whose brochure it is.
Web sites, on the other hand, have a completely different role to fulfil. They
are “Dashboards” rather than brochures. A dashboard is where people take
control over something. Can you imagine how annoying it would be if an
automobile dashboard was designed like a Brochure? Think about it. You get
into your vehicle and there in front of you is a decorative plate emblazoned
with the corporate identity of the vehicle manufacturer. You would then
have to fiddle around looking for a button that would bring the dashboard
and all its controls into view before you could even start the vehicle. Web
sites are no different. The modern web surfer wants to get in the driving
seat and take control immediately. They can’t do this if the site has one of
those irritating intro pages, or if the site has been designed like a brochure
that focuses visitor attention on the corporate name or logo.

The first real step in creating really good websites is to toss out all these
outdated schools of thought. Instead, start looking at the objective of a
particular website. Get this right and the design will be driven by the
objective itself. Of course, you can’t establish the objective of a website
without some input from the client. Unfortunately, not many clients can give
you much in the way of information; therefore, it’s down to you as a web
designer to extract that information. Fortunately, the amount of information
you need for the design process to start shaping up is far less that you may



imagine. In the next section, we’ll start the process of creating an effective
website design by soliciting that all important client brief.



WHAT DO YOU WANT?
Now that’s a fairly simple question, but it’s also a question that can launch a
tirade of requirements. Left unabated, your client’s answers will keep you
scribbling notes for an eternity. What’s more, the information gleaned from
such a broad question will not help you design the perfect website. Here is a
typical scenario:

SPECIMEN CLIENT ANSWER:
I want a site that shows off all my products or services. It must be
predominantly blue in colour because that’s my corporate colour. I want my
girlfriend’s picture to be dotted about at various places, and I would also like
to display a message from me explaining why I’m the best in the business. I
also want some of those flash thingies that show that I’m really clued up and
into this website thing. It would also be nice if I could have a form where
people can order products or services and have it delivered to my email
address. I want lots of pictures of my premises so people can see how nice
my shop/office is, and I think it would be nice to have a picture of me
standing next to my new Bentley motor car, or maybe a picture of me
outside my expensive country house.........

Don’t laugh, you’ll be surprised how many of these oddball requests get
thrown into the pot when you ask a client an open question like “What do
you want?” So, you take down this endless list of requirements and you
return to your computer screen to start designing the site. After countless
hours of work and revision, the first draft of the site is ready for client
viewing. Then the inevitable happens. The client doesn’t like this or that
aspect of the design. So he starts to use your work as a springboard for
specifying new requirements that were never mentioned in the first brief.
You may discover he now has a new girlfriend, or his Bentley has been
traded in for a BMW, but more likely, he wants things moved around, or
colours changing. Maybe he doesn’t want the text you’ve created, or he
wants different pictures. This scenario gets worse over time, and can often
reach the point when either you or the client decides to throw in the towel
and abandon the project altogether.

None of this is necessary if you ask the right question at the very beginning,
and it’s really one of the simplest questions you could ask.

WHAT DO YOU WANT SITE VISITORS TO DO WHEN THEY FIRST LAND ON

YOUR HOME PAGE?



There, that wasn’t too difficult was it? A nice simple question that is likely to
give the client more of a headache than you. This is because it’s a thought-
provoking question, a question that most clients are not expecting and, thus,
don’t have a ready answer to. You see, until this question is answered you
simply can’t design a web site. The answer to this one question will set the
scene for the whole site. It will determine what goes on the home page as
well as its basic design, and, to a large extent, it will define the navigation
and subsequent content pages.

Your client may try and tell you that he doesn’t want site visitors to do
anything. This is a lame answer that usually gets borne out of the client’s
reluctance to admit he hasn’t thought about it too deeply. If you get an
answer like this, use it as your cue to explain that if he doesn’t have a “call
to action” to put on the home page, he doesn’t need a website - and this is a
fact. Think about this for a moment. Whenever you visit a GOOD website,
there is always a “focus” on the home page to do something. On a
government information site, it may be a simple search box prominently
displayed somewhere in the top third of the page. This may be immediately
followed by a list of common search categories. Such sites are designed to
be used, and therefore, the focus of the site is to get people searching for
the information they need.

In a product or service-specific site, the focus may be on checking out a new
product or service. This is aptly illustrated on the Serif Website. Visitors to
serif.com immediately have their attention focused on a product banner
containing two highly prominent links. One is to a video presentation, and
the other is to more information. Clicking either link will start visitors on a
journey through the site that is engineered to achieve a desired objective. In
the case of Serif, the objective is to get visitors to buy something. This brings
us neatly to the second question that must be asked of your client.

WHAT IS THE OBJECTIVE, OR ULTIMATE AIM OF THE SITE?

Again, this is a simple question, but one that rarely results in a quick answer.
Clients usually have to think long and hard before reaching a conclusive
answer.

Note: When asking questions of your client, there is a fundamental rule that
you must follow. Don’t be tempted to just give your client a list of questions
and then expect him to answer them. This will not produce the desired result
because the purpose of your questions is to trigger a very precise chain of
thought in the mind of your client. What you don’t want your client to do is
give you answers to a random selection of your questions, and leave the
others blank. Ask your questions one at a time, and don’t move on to a





NAME A FEW SITES THAT YOU HAVE VISITED RECENTLY THAT YOU LIKE IN

TERMS OF DESIGN AND PRESENTATION.

NAME A FEW SITES THAT YOU REALLY DON’T LIKE – PARTICULARLY ANY

SITES THAT ACTUALLY ANNOYED YOU.

The answers to these questions will give you a fair indication of what type of
site presentation is likely to impress your client, and what presentation
styles will completely turn him off. Behind the scenes, a closer inspection of
the sites listed will give you an inside track on the client’s preferences for
colours and design. Clearly, the colours in sites that the client likes will be
colours that invoke a good feeling in your client, while colours in the sites
that he didn’t like are more likely to invoke the opposite feelings.

On a purely commercial note, you must also ask your client how much he or
she is prepared to spend on website development. Whatever the figure
given, you can simply divide it by the acceptable hourly rate that you’re
happy to work for in order to determine the man hours that you can put into
this particular project. If the result of your quick calculation shows that the
customer will want his site developed in say 2.5 man hours, you have to
decide if that’s possible. If it isn’t, you have to negotiate a higher budget
with your client. If, however, the budget gives you ample development time
with a commensurate level of financial reward, you will be able to safely
accept the assignment.

We’ve now reached the point where you are, metaphorically speaking,
armed and extremely dangerous. You can now go away and start roughing
out the initial design of the site. This is the point where you will map out the
site structure from home page to final objective. Although the pages will be
linked in such a way to create a journey, there may be side links that take
visitors off the beaten track to discover other areas of the site. Make sure
that these areas link from relevant pages and provide a route back to the
main track without having to start over at the home page.

I like to map out the initial site structure as a series of boxes representing
pages. Each box will contain a page title and a series of bullet points that
summarise the content for the page. I will also list the side links to relevant
pages. The next thing to do is to join up the boxes with arrows that plot the
preferred direct route. You can then add in the two-way routes between
main pages and side pages.

Notice that by doing this we’ve not even touched upon the subject of
navigation bars. This is because well designed sites do not place prominence



on a navigation bar as such; instead, they concentrate on content linking
that takes visitors on the desired journey. So once your main site structure is
mapped out, you can easily decide on what parts of your site will appear in
the navigation bar. The navbar itself will become a sort of “Index” to your
site generally and will provide links to specific pages that are either part of
the main journey, or to some of those sub-pages that are off the main route
of the site. A good test for a website is to design it in a way that doesn’t
require any navigation bars at all. If the site objective can be met without a
navbar, its purpose is served, and you can then add a navbar as a
convenience tool for visitors. For a perfect example of what I mean, take a
look at the illustration of the Serif web site home page below:

Notice how the navigation bar has become secondary in importance to the
main page focus. The logical starting points for this home page are the links



in the DrawPlus banner. Immediately under the banner is a more
predominant navigation bar that leads to other products (side pages, or new
journeys for visitors with different interests). In this example, the main
navigation is really designed for more regular site visitors who may need to
move directly to a particular part of the site (the convenience factor). Notice
also that the page is not particularly long; it’s a simple page that has clearly
defined areas promoting specific aspects of the Serif product and service
offering, all of which provide direct linking to the relevant information
pages. This site also demonstrates one of the real benefits of correctly
designed web sites. Basically, this front page can be changed periodically by
simply changing the banner and related links. It doesn’t require a major site
overhaul to achieve a site that can be used to promote a different product
on the front page. I’ll be coming back to this page a little later to highlight
some of its other qualities.

By now you should be in a better position to understand the logic of good
web site design, and you should certainly be better able to extract a
meaningful brief from your clients. So, having got to this stage, with your
basic site structure mapped out, you can begin the fun part of piecing it all
together into a highly polished product. Let’s move on to the page design
process itself and discover just how simple and quick preparing effective site
pages can be.





but are produced so that the televised image can be displayed full width on
16:9 format TV’s without cutting off essential elements of the picture at the
top and bottom of the screen. You see this a lot in news programmes, where
the on screen text or news tickers are lifted from the bottom of the picture a
little. Also, the studio cameras are set to keep the newsreader in the centre
of the screen so their heads don’t get cut off when viewed full width at 16:9.

You, as a web designer, must also compromise by catering to the majority of
web site visitors. Only in certain circumstances should you design for a
specific size or resolution of display monitor (usually when you know that a
web site is to be targeted specifically at an audience that is highly likely to be
using a particular format, such as the visually impaired). In all other cases,
the choice of how a site visitor views any website is very much a personal
choice that is fully under the control of the visitor. There is a case for
producing websites that conform to the WWC3 standards. These are
essentially a set of standards aimed at making websites more accessible to
those with disabilities. The standards make provision for screen readers,
zoomable text and so on. They also concentrate on making websites
accessible for viewing on the increasing number of mobile devices.
However, in this respect, it’s often better to have another version of a
website that’s designed specifically for mobile devices.

Other factors should also weigh in on the size debate, but are often
overlooked in the various discussions on this topic. One of the most
important factors is READABILITY COMFORT. It isn’t by accident that books
and magazines are produced in certain standard sizes. Publishers
understand that there is a comfort zone when reading the written word. If a
page is too narrow, it’s difficult to maintain a comfortable reading flow.
Make the pages too wide, and it becomes difficult to move from the end of
one line of text to the beginning of the next line. The same is true in web
sites. People should be able to read the pages comfortably without causing
unnecessary eye strain. For this reason, its better to keep web pages within
the width range of 750px to 1200px. These sizes will allow most people to
keep a page within their normal field of view without being distracted by
elements of the page that are on the periphery of the field of view.

THE UNIVERSAL PAGE SIZE
Although many websites are designed for 800px screen widths, there is a
growing trend towards a more universal page width of 960px. This may
seem an odd size, but there is a very good reason for it. The vast majority of
web site visitors today have screen resolutions of 1200px or greater,
therefore, it seems pointless designing for anything less than this size. If
someone wants to keep their browser window open at a smaller size, that is
their personal choice, and you can’t be expected to design your sites to



cater for the vast range of window sizes that users may choose to use. This
would be like trying to design a book or magazine that could be read equally
well whether it’s completely opened, or only partially opened. Remember, if
you start out designing a web page that attempts to cater to every possible
viewpoint, you will end up with a “camel” instead of a nice sleek horse. (A
camel, by the way, is often said to be a horse designed by consensus of
opinion – more often known as a committee.)

The 960px page width is also a comfortable width for screen reading and
doesn’t cause unnecessary eye strain. This slightly wider size also allows for
greater design flexibility when laying out pages. The extra width can also
mean a reduction in page length which reduces page scrolling (another facet
of web surfing that can cause discomfort). But, from a designer’s
perspective, 960px offers the greatest flexibility in setting up a design grid –
I’ll be discussing design grids in a few moments. But why not simply design
for 1200px? Well, the simple answer is known in the business as “Browser
Chrome”. This is the terminology used to describe all those little bits and
pieces that surround a web browser viewing screen. The browser may have
a frame, and will most certainly have scroll bars. These elements effectively
reduce the usable width of a web browser. So, by reducing the page width
to 960px, we are making a full 240px allowance for browser chrome. This is
usually far more than we need to allow for, but it does allow for the website
to display on a background if we wish to incorporate one into our design.
The reason you may like to incorporate a background is to create colour
consistency across the viewable screen, particularly when viewing websites
on wide screen displays.

DESIGN GRIDS
Design grids are essential placement guides that allow you to structure web
pages in a consistent manner. Just like in magazine publishing, web pages
may be all different in terms of layout and content, but they must all
conform to a standard layout grid if they are to look like they all belong
together. A design grid allows you to create “page frames” quickly and
easily, and ensure that your various page designs maintain a consistent look
and feel.

A popular misconception in web design is the notion that websites should be
based on 2, 3 or 4 column grids. This may well be the final visual appearance
of the web pages when seen in a browser, but a good effective design grid
should have 12 or 16 equal sized columns. Furthermore, those columns
must also have spacing between them, and the spacing must also be equal
across the full width of the page. This brings us back to that 960px page
width again. 960 is a nice number because it is divisible into 12 or 16



columns with equal spacing between each column. I personally use 16
column grids as standard, and only use 12 columns where a page design is
less complex and doesn’t require more accurate spacing of smaller page
elements. For the remainder of this tutorial, we’ll be concentrating on the
16 column design grid.

Just because we create a 16 column grid, it doesn’t mean that we are going
to place everything within those individual columns. The grid columns are
just guides that allow us to create page frames into which our content will
flow. So let’s start by looking at a typical grid layout to see how it all works.

On the following page you will see a typical design grid as created in
WebPlus. Usually, such grids are utilised in CSS web page creation, however,
this grid has been created on the master page of our site using the useful
guides tool in WebPlus. It’s on the master page so that it can be seen on all
our site pages. The grid comprises of 16 columns each measuring 40px wide,
and spaced 20px apart. The grid starts and ends with a smaller 10px column
that represents the starting and finishing zone for actual content to be laid
out on the page – in other words, we create a 10px margin at the left and
right of the page, leaving 940px as the width of our content area.

The grid also has horizontal rows. These are 40px deep and separated by
20px spaces. Again, the grid starts with a smaller row of 10px at the top of
the page. The actual number of rows is dictated by your page lengths. In my
example, the page length is 1200px which gives me 20 rows with a 10px
margin at the foot of the page. If I need a deeper page, I would simply
increase my page length and grid accordingly.

Having prepared the grid, I can now easily create and organize content
columns of varying widths and heights. In the illustration, I have shown all
the single and double column combinations I can create using this design
grid. Of course, you can also create 3, 4, 5, or maybe even 6 content
columns in your page designs. The only rule is that each content column
must occupy complete grid columns. This will ensure that all your content
areas have a consistent 20 px space between them.

Rows are used to divide up your page into design blocks. For example, your
page header may be three design grids deep. This may be followed by a
navigation area of 1 design grid deep. The good thing about this
arrangement is that each horizontal section of your web page can be
configured with different numbers of content columns without making the
design look unbalanced.

If you would like a copy of the grid for your own use, you can download the
WebPlus project file from

http://triselcommunications.com/design/layout.wpx



16 COLUMN DESIGN GRID

Notice how this grid gives you maximum design possibilities for your content
columns. Some typical column arrangements are 1 x 220px column + 1 x
460px column followed by another 220px column. Another arrangement
could be 2 x 140px columns + 1 x 620px column. This would be a good
arrangement for creating thumbnail blocks with pop up images in the larger
width column.

The 20px spacing is also an important element in web design. This spacing
ensures a good amount of “White Space” within the design. White space is
essential for keeping elements distinct and separate from each other. I’m
sure we’ve all seen sites where spacing between rows and columns isn’t



consistent, often making it difficult to see where one section ends and
another starts.

In the next section, I’ll show you how to use this grid to create page frames
for your site. At the same time, we’ll be discussing positioning of design
elements, as these two facets of page design are very closely linked.

PLACEMENT OF DESIGN ELEMENTS
This is where we really begin to start our work as web designers. But before
we get into a discussion of why certain element should be placed in certain
places, let me just show you how page framing allows you to construct your
basic page layouts. I’m going to use the Serif Home Page layout as a base
starting point to show you how such a page could be framed within our
design grid.



You may have noticed that I’ve broken the grid design rules in certain places.
However, it’s ok to break the rules as long as you have a reason to do so.
The first rule break is the main site navigation and the banner. Notice that
banner does not occupy an exact number of grid rows. This is ok because
the main navigation AND the banner are combined and together they DO
occupy an exact number of grid rows. A similar rule break occurs in the
footer. Again the bottom navigation and Copyright info areas are joined so
can be treated as a single element for the purpose of placement on the grid.
Also, because this is the last item on the page (i.e. a footer), it doesn’t
matter if the total height of the element doesn’t occupy an exact number of
grid rows. What is important is that the spacing between definable content
rows remains at 20px.

Remember, these are just defined content areas. The content may or may
not occupy all of the space allocated (as can be seen in the actual Serif Home
Page). You will notice that the Serf Extras box is visually longer in the final
site than the other three boxes in that row. However, they are all occupying
the same amount of space (see below).

The reduced content height of the other boxes simply creates more white
space below them. You will also notice that the “Top 10 Website” logo
doesn’t occupy all its space – it’s been centred into the allocated content
area. But the magical part about this is that the design still works and looks
unified.

The illustration on the previous page is called a “Page Frame” - some people
call it a “Wireframe”. It’s basically a representation of where elements get
placed on a page, and can give you an instant assessment of how well
balanced your page design is. It’s well worth creating these page frames
before you do anything else on your site, because they serve as a very
helpful guide for creating your page graphics in other applications. By
printing out your page frames, you will have a simple guide to the sizes you
will need for creating the graphics that will occupy each assigned space. For
example, armed with your home page frame, you will know that the Serif



Extras graphic has to be 220px X 280px (in our example), Likewise the
banner has to be 940px wide X 220px high. As long as you use your page
frames as a reference when creating page graphic elements, you’ll never
have to resize graphics within WebPlus again. Everything will fit absolutely
perfectly every time.

In this particular example the logo, the login/shopping Basket, the main site
navigation and the footer area would be placed on your WebPlus Master
page, as these would be common to all pages of your site. You can then
create the page frames for each of your other site pages. The good news is
that they can all be different with the exception of the common page
elements, and they will look as though they all belong together. Look at the
illustrations below. Using the same grid, I’ve created a longer page frame for
the site. It’s a simple two column arrangement similar in layout to Serif’s
product pages. But even though the size and layout is different to the home
page, it still looks uniform in terms of design, even in this simple Page Frame
format.

Flipping back and forth between the home page and a product page will
maintain visitor emotions and let them know that they are still viewing the
same site. Page framing is a great way to test the look and feel of a site by
drawing simple boxes on your page grid. You could create many different
layouts using the same grid, and you could use every one of them in a single
web site in complete confidence.

So this is the real power of grids and page framing. They can save you hours
of trial and error – freeing you to get on with the real job of getting the
content elements designed.



WHAT GOES WHERE
There is a popular belief in the web building community that everything has
its own place on a web page. Banners should go at the top of the page,
navigation should go immediately under the banner or in a right or left
column etc. etc. This of course is complete nonsense in the modern world of
web psychology.

When setting out on placing elements, you must be guided by the brief that
you so painstakingly extracted from your client. Check the answer to that
first question “What do you want site visitors to do when they fist land on
your home page?” The answer given will dictate what the focus of the home
page will be and where it will be positioned. In the case of the Serif site, the
brief could have been to have the visitor check out the DrawPlus product.
Therefore, the DrawPlus banner becomes the focus of the home page, and
that banner must represent the start of the journey. This automatically
makes the main site navigation of secondary importance.

When placing a focus point in a web page, it’s best to have it positioned in
the top 3rd of the web page, and ideally, it should stand out from the rest of
the page content. Again, examining the Serif site, that’s exactly what has
happened. The banner is in a bright blue colour and contains a bright orange
link. To make the focus stand out even more, the serif web site palette is
deliberately subdued. It’s predominantly grey and black; therefore, any
bright colour on the page is going to leap straight at the viewer. The magic is
done; the visitor is focused on the banner and its call to action. But, why
should it be placed low down in the top 3rd of the page? Well, the top 3rd of
a screen is where the human eye naturally falls, therefore it makes sense to
place important focus elements in that region. Placing the focus element
low down in the top 3rd of the page helps to isolate the element from the
rest of the page – particularly from any distracting graphics and menus in
the browser itself. This will allow you to create similarly coloured areas
above and below the banner, in the Serif example, grey and black page
elements. This helps to bring the banner right out into the open.

You may recall that I mentioned earlier that the answer to the first question
posed in the client brief would dictate the basic page design and navigation
structure of the site. Well, so it does, because by placing your focus element
on the page, you now have a clearer indication of the space and positions
available for your other page elements. Clearly, we have to put a navbar
somewhere near the top of the page, so why not stick right above the focus
element. We want it there because regular visitors to the site will want to
access the navigation quickly and easily. However, we don’t want it to
compete with the focus element, so it should be subdued with the use of
your colour pallet. Remember I said that you should have two basic pallets,



one to focus attention and the other to diminish importance. In the case of
the Serif site, the latter of these two pallets is used to diminish the
importance of the navbar. Because of its close proximity to the DrawPlus
Banner, using a focus colour palette would make the navbar compete with
the page banner.

Having got the navbar positioned, we still have space near the top of the
page, so this is the perfect place for the site name or corporate logo. It’s also
a good place to position the login link for registered site visitors.

Now that the top portion of the home page has been laid out, all our other
site pages must follow the same convention, therefore, our master page
elements have been established. All we have to do now is design the
remaining site pages around the master page elements.

WHAT SHOULD GO ON THE FRONT PAGE
Well, just like in traditional magazine publishing, the front page should be
used to sell the sizzle, not the bacon. Clearly, the home page of any good
website should be that important “dashboard” that so many web surfers
have come to expect.

The days are long gone when Internet searching was a hit or miss affair. In
the modern WWW world, search engines are big business, and they are
designed to direct you to sites of relevant interest with pinpoint accuracy.
For this reason, you don’t have to have a home page that reassures visitors
that they have indeed hit a relevant page. Instead, you have to show them a
dashboard so that they can get right into your site without having to read a
boring company history, or the story of how the business was founded back
in the year “dot”. Just take a look at some of the more successful sites on
the net today. They mat not be startlingly beautiful, but they sure do follow
the rules. Let’s look at some now.

http://cnn.com

Well, this is one of the biggest dashboards you will see on the net. The home
page has a focus story, as you’d expect on a news site, but then it has links
everywhere. Links to other stories, Links to career advice, links to video,
links to features – in fact you could stay on the CNN site all day and never
touch the main navigation bar that seems to blend into insignificance. Take
a look at the site to see what I mean. Also, notice how everything is laid out
in nice blocks – could it be one of those grids that we’ve been speaking
about?



http://apple.com

As you would expect from one of the top computer companies; a site with
great focus on every page. This site guides visitors through the product line-
up in a completely uncluttered environment, but still sticking to the rules.
The navigation bar is really quite subtle, with most of the navigation being
on the main page content with links to key product areas

http://www.abetteroffice.com/

This is a simple site where the page focus is search related. It’s vey clean,
well laid out, and gets right to the point.

http://rightfromtheheart.org/

This is a religious site that successfully emulates the major news sites. Plenty
of on-page focus and cleanly designed. Notice the very small navigation bar
and logo. This site demonstrates excellent use of a 16 column grid and
subdued colours that help lift the content.

http://blackestate.co.nz/

This is a vey clever site because it’s basically one long page. Therefore, all
the focus is on each story as it comes into view. This is achieved by clicking
on the text navigation at the top-left of the screen, or a small arrow beneath
each story. The call to action is for wine lovers to discover what this
particular brand of wine is all about. Even though this is essentially a one
page website, it still uses our grid system to provide consistency in look and
feel, whilst giving a lively, non-static look to the whole site. In a nutshell, this
site takes visitors on that essential journey, but does it in just one page.

These are just a few of literally thousands of web sites that have been built
on good solid design foundations. In fact, I would challenge anyone to point
me in the direction of a successful website that doesn’t follow the principles
set out in this publication. What all of these sites have in common is that
“dashboard” look and feel. They get the visitor busy the moment they get
into the site. For sure, there will always be an alternative navigation
structure that leads you off into the direction of less significant areas of the
site, but for the most part, the home page represents the starting point of a
number of short site journeys that are designed to lead to an objective. The
objective could be to enlighten the visitor with a news story, or to sell a
product or service. Whatever the objective, you will find the route to that
objective starting on the home page of every one of these sites.

In many websites, particularly those involving a number of different
products, the more common route has been to create mini-sites for each



product. Each site will have its own home page, and its own unique journey.
A perfect example of such a site is:

http://www.merlinentertainments.biz

This is the corporate site of an entertainment group. This site, whilst
primarily for those interested in the business activities of the company
(shareholders, journalists etc.), it does start the selling process right off its
initial entrance page. If you start clicking on the various venue and brand
links on the main page, you will be taken to the mini-sites of each brand. All
of these sites can be found independently by search engines, even though
they’re part of a larger corporation. You will notice that all of the brand sites
have one common objective – to sell tickets, and this becomes the focus on
the home page of each of the mini sites.

So the short answer to the question “what should I put on the home page”
is simply teasers. Literally, tease visitors into wanting more information
about the various topics or products of interest on your site. Be sure to have
just ONE of those teasers become the main focus of the home page. Ensure
that any graphic or picture related to your main focus topic is more
prominent on the page than your other teasers. By following this simple
procedure, you will build an absorbing home page that visitors will find hard
to resist. They will want to start pushing buttons.

Just for fun, compare the sample sites above to the sites illustrated below.


