Designing Effective Websites

        
        Introduction 

A common misconception companies new to the Web have is that if they build a website, people will visit it.  In order to have a popular site, you've got to offer something to the user. For example:

· information

· interactivity

· fun

· freebies

· something more than an 800 number

Original content is important. Users may come to your site once, but to keep them coming back you've got to have fresh original content.

Sites that offer freebees get noticed. For example, these services will attract users like a magnet:

· free software

· services

· databases

· electronic newsletters

What are the essential characteristics of great Web sites? After you visit a site and find yourself staying awhile, what makes you stay? A sense of humor helps. Flashy graphics are nice if they aren't overdone and don't take more than a few seconds to download. But the fundamental traits that make a site work are more elusive. 

Hopefully, the guidelines that follow will save you a lot of the 'blood, sweat and tears' that many of my colleagues and I experienced trying to figure out what constitutes great Web design.

Site Guidelines

The following guidelines to consider:
1. Provide credible, original content in as many forms as possible. Original content is one of the most important characteristics of a great Web site. 

2. Provide valuable, timely information to the user, not just lots of data.

3. Design for scalability. Use Cascading Style Sheets, not HTML tags or attributes to describe the presentational aspects of your website.

4. Design for scannability. Jakob Nielsen, author of Designing Web Usability, states that people don't read Web pages, they scan them.

5. Design for usability. Numerous studies have been conducted on Web usability. Needless to say, if someone can't navigate your site, you'll never see him or her again. You'll find at least 1194 links about Web usability at this URL:

http://www.usableweb.com/

6. Web sites should be updated regularly. Stale Web sites say, "been there, done that." 

7. Edit for spelling and grammar. For the information to be valuable it should be well edited. 

8. Use accurate page titles. The text that appears inside the <TITLE></TITLE> tags should accurately and succinctly describe the contents of each page in your website. If you have 50 pages, you should have a unique title for each page. If you leave the TITLE tags empty, your Web page by default is titled NONAME or UNTITLED. Not a good thing for Bookmarks, Favorites, or search engines that index title text in their database.

9. Share everything you learn with your visitors. 

Great Web sites share everything they learn and hear (that's relevant of course) with their users. Give behind the scenes accounts of your latest site features, go open source, start a newsletter, and you'll get more than you give. 

10. Use graphics sparingly to convey information. Each graphic takes another trip to the server. Use CSS (Cascading Style Sheets) to format text or table cells with background colors.

Size graphics to fit in a typical user's window (a maximum of 465 to 532 pixels wide which is the default Netscape screen to a printed page, or for max screen space viewable on all platforms use a max of 580 pixel wide tables to fit on Mac screens. 

11. Break up your tables vertically. One huge table takes much longer to display content than stacked smaller tables, which display one at a time. Microsoft's IE5 has a FIXED table width feature that speeds table display, unfortunately this is proprietary and does not work on Netscape's browser. 

12. Optimize graphic file size for Web display (a maximum of 20 KB per graphic). Utilize page display speedups such as the WIDTH and HEIGHT attributes for images. Use JPEGs where possible and appropriate (continuous-toned images) and minimize the color palette of GIFs. 

13. Provide text alternatives to graphics for low-bandwidth users, the blind, and for speed. ALTernate text tags for images should be functional, not descriptive. If the graphic has no display function (such as a spacer), use ALT="". For example:

<IMG SRC="pix3x20.gif" WIDTH="3" HEIGHT="20" ALT="">. 

For additional information, see your handout titled alternative text.doc.

14. Optimize your HTML by removing excess spaces, comments, tags and commentary, especially on your home page, to minimize file size, download time and readability.

15. Avoid the use of HTML proprietary tags. The ongoing browser wars have left only one casualty: the user. As a word of caution, stay away from all browser-specific functions. Where you must use such features, it should not hamper the display of the page in other browsers that do not support the same functionality. In other words, your page should degrade gracefully.

16. Validate your HTML and CSS. If your website can pass the W3C's rigid HTML and CSS validation test, you can be assured that you aren't using ANY proprietary tags or attributes and that your tags appear in parallel order, and that you're using the ALT attribute for ALL images. 

In order to validate your pages, the tag below must appear as the first tag in your document. Everything inside the tag is case-sensitive.

<!DOCTYPE HTML PUBLIC "-//W3C//DTD HTML 4.01 Transitional//EN" "http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/loose.dtd">

Point your browser to:

http://www.visionmagic.com/student/

and look in the W3C validation column for the URL's to use for validation. Your can validate local files or remote files.

17. Use color wisely. Make your pages as easy to read as possible. Black text on a white background is the easiest to read. If you use a background color, stick with the lighter shades and use black text. If you insist on using a background image, provide a default background color in case the image can't display. Here is an example using CSS:

body {  background-image: url(images/logo.gif);
           background-color: white }

18. Don't use the <FONT> tag. All tags and attributes used for presentation were deprecated in HTML version 4.01. Use CSS instead. Instead of having thousands of font tags embedded throughout you site, you can use one (or more) Cascading Style Sheets to describe the fonts used site wide. Then, when you want to use a cool new font, you only have to change it in one location. Here is an example.

body { font-family: Arial, Helvetica, Tahoma, sans-serif }

19. When specifying a new font, offer the user at least three choices that look alike. The ultra-jazzy "Cloister Black MT Light" font that looks so amazing on your display screen may be degraded into plain old Times New Roman on the user's machine. The reason? He/she does not have the font installed on his/her computer. Don't use obscure fonts. Use plain vanilla fonts like Arial, Verdana, Tahoma, and Helvetica. Always use the font classification at the end as a last resort (sans-serif, in the example above).

20. Avoid using fixed font sizes. With Cascading Style Sheets you are no longer limited to only 7 font sizes. You can specify any font size using relative (flexible) and absolute (fixed) values.  When you use an absolute value, the user cannot scale the text in their browser. Here is an example using CSS and a relative value that is equivalent to 100%:

body { font-family: Arial, Helvetica, Tahoma, sans-serif;
           font-size: 1em;  }

21. Be interactive. Effective interactivity engages the user and makes your site memorable. The Web is an interactive hypermedia communications medium that your Web site should reflect. Sites that involve the user and have a sense of fun or adventure will get more hits, and can charge more for ad space. 

22. Be well organized. Users equate poor organization with poor site design. Balance the number of levels with page length to minimize scrolling and display time. 

Design pages so important content is "above the fold" so users don't have to scroll to see it.

Part of having a well-organized site is providing multiple ways of easy navigation. Maintain a consistent look and feel throughout your site.

23. Avoid Mystery Meat Navigation. Vincent Flanders and Michael Willis, authors of Web Pages that Suck, offer many examples of mystery meat navigation. What that means is that unless your mouse moves over a hypermedia link, you have no idea where that link might take you. Only when the mouse hovers do you see the actual link. This is cumbersome because users need to move their mouse all over the place to find out which part is a link and which is not. 

24. Avoid forced popup windows. Creating a new browser window should be the choice of the user only. Do not try to popup new windows to clutter the user's screen. All links open in the same window by default. An exception, however, may be made for pages containing a links list. It is convenient in such cases to open links in another window, so that the user can come back to the links page easily. Even in such cases, it is advisable to let the user know upfront that a link will open in a new window.

25. Design forms wisely. If you expect someone to fill out a form, align the form fields properly and make the instructions very clear and intuitive. Provide visual feedback that the form has been submitted. Provide visual clues to optional form fields. Don't ask for someone's personal information unless you absolutely need it. Just JavaScript to validate the form before sending the information to your server. If validation fails, return the user to the form but DON"T CLEAR THE FORM FIELDS.

26. Don't use any technology just because you can. In my opinion, an annoying trend on the Web is the use of "revolutionary plug-ins" that undoubtedly, most amateur web designers use to spruce up their pages. The reality is that most people won't have them installed, and wouldn't care about it anyway. Have you seen plug-ins on any of the most popular sites, including Yahoo.com, Amazon.com or Google.com? 

27. Use an appropriate metaphor (like www.ragu.com). Using a good graphic metaphor for your interface makes the user feel more comfortable navigating your site. 

28. Fill a niche. Dominate a subject area; become the site for that subject. Don't duplicate a list when you can point to it. Leverage other people's work to reduce your workload. Let others who specialize in a particular topic keep their list up to date for you. On the other hand, don't make lists that point to lists ad infinitum, seek out the meat of the site and point directly to the article or resource. Many sites on the Web are just lists that someone else has already done. 

29. Track your visitors. Part of Web marketing is gauging the effect your pages have on the public. Sophisticated site usage tools such as I/Count, SiteTrack, WebTrends, and Interse Market Focus allow site developers and their clients to easily see the popularity of different pages, stay duration, where they come from and where they go, and even the path they take through your site. For a great resource, go to:

 www.go-campus.com/reports/marketing/stats.htm

30. Keep your visitors updated. Include a what's new area to give frequent visitors a way to see what has changed since their last visit. 

31. Maintain your links. Maintaining a large Web site can be a daunting task. Use automation tools where possible for site maintenance (FrontPage 2000's Site Summary feature is awesome). Where you choose to link will affect how fast your links will fail. The deeper into a site you link, the more likely it is to change. Don't move popular pages in your site unnecessarily, you'll break the links to your pages. If you do move them, provide a "this page has moved" page. Many orphaned links are a sign of Webmaster neglect.

32. Make hyperlinks scannable. Embedded hypertext is very difficult to read and annoying to the user. For examples, see your handout titled:

hypertext.doc

33. Avoid HTTP 401 Error pages. Design a custom error page that appears instead of the dreaded http 401 default error page. Custom error pages should include a link to your home page and a link to your email so the user can advise you of the offending page that was not found on your server. For an example, point your browser to:

http://www.visionmagic.com/boo

34. Use Link Titles when appropriate. Link titles (similar to the ALT attribute for images) should accurately and succinctly describe the purpose of critical links on your site. Here is an example.

<A title="this link opens a new window. close the window to return here." href="url"> Product Photo</A>

35. Provide a site index or site map. Offer an overview of your site with a site map or site index. Be careful using image maps unless you have a full-time designer onboard. For an example, go to:

http://www.visionmagic.com/student/sitemap.htm

36. Use visual clues for navigation. A popular navigation design tool is horizontal 'bar' that guides you across all possible paths within the site. Sometimes called a "breadcrumb trail", it looks something like this: 

Home >> Section >> Subsection >> Page 

This example informs the user where they came from, how they can return and where they are now.

37. Use a secure server. Allowing adventurous users to sniff around your files (especially your server configuration files) is not a good policy to say the least.

38. Know your META tags. They can make all the difference between your users coming to your site and going to your competitor's - just because they couldn't find yours. Search Engines rely heavily upon the Keywords & Description Meta tags to populate their search databases. Once again, use discretion. Including a huge number of keywords for the same page can spell trouble. The description should be a small, meaningful summary of the whole page that makes sense even when seen out-of-context of the Web page itself - say in a listing of search engine results. You will find a great resource for META tags at this url:

http://webdeveloper.com/html/html_metatag_res.html

39. Use JavaScript to preload replaced images. If you use DHTML for replaced images, such as hover buttons, also use JavaScript to pre-cache the replaced images in the users browser. If the rollover effect isn't instant, the effect is lost. For an example, point your browser to:

http://thectn.com/dhtml/

40. The user is king. Identity your target audience and identify with your target audience. Try your best to keep all users happy. A good Web site is like a good storefront - it can mean all the difference between a casual surfer and a serious customer. 

Conclusion

The Web is an interactive, dynamic, and rapidly changing new communications medium that your Web site should reflect. Well-organized, edited, and timely original content set in an attractive, interactive, and consistent format are some traits of great Web sites.
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