Building Usable
Web Sites

Looks are important, but the real key to a web site’s success is how well it
works. You might have fabulous graphics and solidly marked up pages, but if
your users can’t find the information they need or figure out how to buy your
products, all of your efforts have been for nothing. Shoddy interfaces have
been known to send commercial web sites right down the tubes.

Building a site that works involves attention to how the information is orga-
nized (information design) and how users get to that information (interface
design and navigation systems). This planning needs to take place before you
type your first HTML document or create a single GIE.

Don't skimp on this planning phase, regardless of the scale or purpose of
your site. Even a personal web site will benefit from logical organization and
good navigation (Figure 1, following page).

In this chapter, T'll introduce the basic principles of information design, inter-
face design, and navigation. Each of these topics is rich enough to warrant
further study (see the sidebar later in this chapter, Where to Learn
More: Information Design); in fact, some designers choose to become spe-
cialists in these fields. But even if you'e just starting out, it'’s important to
keep these issues in mind.

Focus on the User

All design shapes a user’s experience. Print designers can affect how informa-
tion is perceived on a page and in what order. An architect designs not just
the building, but the visitor’s experience walking through it. Similarly, a web
designer needs to consider the user’s experience “moving through” the site.

In web design, it’s all about the user. Terms such as “user experience” and
“user-centric design” are used frequently and taken seriously. Formal studies
abound, but in essence, it’s about getting into the heads of your users in
order to create a design that meets their needs and expectations. Interviewing
users early on can give you a better idea of what they'’re looking for on a par-

2007 NOTES

This article was originally published in
2003 as Chapter 20 of Learning Web
Design, 2nd edition. While the advice in
the article is still current, the screenshots
of popular web sites are not up-to-date.
In fact, some of the pages and sites no
longer exist. However, they still work
well for illustrating the topics at hand.

In this chapter
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ticular site and where they expect to find it. Later in the design process, user
testing is an important step in finding out if your solutions are working.

Here are some common frustrations that can kill a good user experience:
* Not being able to find the information
* Hitting dead ends
* Not being able to get back to the starting point
* Having to click through too many pages to get to the information

Many of these can be avoided by setting up a logical structure and providing
clear and appropriate tools for navigating it.

The family web site pictured in Figure 1 needs serious help. Throughout this
chapter, I'll apply principles of information and interface design to whip this
simple site into shape and make it more usable.

Information Design

Information design involves both organizing information and planning how
users will find it. Designers who specialize in this discipline are often called
“information architects” because, like traditional architects, they are con-
cerned with designing structures and access to areas within those structures.
The information designer may also conduct testing before, during, and after
the design process to make sure the information is meeting users’ needs and
expectations.

Information design, whether highly structured or completely informal, is the
first step in any web site—creation process. Your exact process will certainly
depend on the scale and goals of your site. A large commercial site may
require months of research and model building before production can begin.
For a personal site, a quick list of the contents and a site sketch may suffice.
Either way, there are three standard steps that make up the information
design process:

1. Take an inventory of the information you want to include on the site.
2. Organize the information.

3. Give it shape by designing the overall structure of the site.

Taking inventory

A good first step is to make a list of everything you want to include on the
site. This is often referred to as the site inventory, or asset list. The list should
include not only the information you want to make available, but also the
things your visitors can do on the site. Remember that some content comes
in the form of functionality, such as shopping, chat rooms, research tools,
etc.
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Once you've determined what you want (or what your
. . . WHERE TO LEARN MORE
client wants) to publish, you also need to give careful

thought to the types of information and functionality Information Design

that your users want ?md expect. This is a good Ume o 4 The following books are excellent resources on

do research on your site’s audience and their needs. information design and usability:

The information-gathering process will vary from site to [2007 NOTE: This list is updated from the original

site. For a personal web site, it might just be time spent publication.]

considering the options and making a list in a note- The Elements of User Experience: User-Centered Design
book. For instance, the site inventory for the Blue Family for the Web, by Jesse James Garrett (New Riders, 2002)

site is a manageable list of information about the family Don't Make Me Think, A Common Sense Approach to
and each of its members (Figure 2). Web Usability, Second Edition, by Steve Krug (New
Riders, 2005)

At the other end of the scale, large commercial sites Observing the User Experience, by Mike Kuniavsky

benefit from more in-depth research. Web development (Morgan Kaufmann Publishers, 2003)
firms often spe.nd months identifying the most effective Information Architecture for the World Wide Web:
content for a site through a process of market research Designing Large-Scale Web Sites, Third Edition, by Lou

and interviews, both with the client and potential Rosenfeld and Peter Morville (O'Reilly, 2006)

USETS. Information Architecture: Blueprints for the Web, by
Christina Wodtke (New Riders, 2002)

Blue Family Site Inventory

Contact information
| _Updates on what the family has been doing |
|_Photos of the house
Bert's biography
Barbara's biography
Bettina's biography
Baby's biography

| A page for Bubbles!
| _Updates on Bert's projects
_Photos of Bert

Updates on Barbara's activities

Photos of Barbara

Und o e
|_Photos of Bettina

Updates on Baby

Lots of photos of Baby

| Bert's favorite color, food, and TV.show |

Figure 2. Start by making a simple list of everything that should go in the site.
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NOTE

The sorting strategies listed here
are not web-specific—they are
useful for any instance when
information needs to be orga-
nized.

Organizing information

The next step is to organize your site’s assets. Organizing information can be
a complex business. Information is highly subjective in that the same set of
elements can be organized in different ways, depending on the organizer’s
perspective.

Sorting strategies

There are standard approaches to ordering information logically. The meth-
od you choose will depend on the type of information you have. However,
even a single set of data can be organized in different ways. For instance, a
list of national sales data can be sorted a number of ways:

Alphabetically. Putting elements in a list from A to Z is one of the most
fundamental approaches to information organization. An example is
sorting sales by customer name.

Chronologically. You can organize sequential events or step-by-step infor-
mation according to a timeline, usually from earliest to latest. Sorting
sales by purchase date is an example of this method.

By class (or type). This approach organizes information into logical group-
ings based on similarities. (See the next section, Information clumping.)
An example is sorting sales by product lines (office supplies, art supplies,
etc.).

Hierarchically. This takes organizing by class to the next level by breaking
information into large sections, then each section into subsections, and
so on. It is the most popular organizational strategy for web sites; we’ll
discuss this method in more detail later. Examples include breaking
product line sales (art supplies) down by subgroups (brushes), and sub-
subgroups (sable watercolor brushes).

Spatially. Some information can be organized geographically or spatially,
such as room-by-room. Organizing sales by state is one example.

By order of magnitude. You can organize some sorts of information accord-
ing to a continuum, such as largest to smallest, or lightest to darkest, etc.
An example of this method is sorting sales from smallest purchase
amount to largest purchase amount.
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Information clumping

People tend to get overwhelmed by large numbers of options. In fact, it is our
nature to search for similarities among individual items and divide them into
fewer, more manageable groups. In information design, this is sometimes m
referred to as clumping. Instead of making all of your site offerings available . .
prne sa oy s The Sticky-Note Trick

in a big list on the home page, I recommend that you divide them into logical
One tool web developers

groupings.

commonly use is the old
Again, there is usually more than one way to slice up the same set of informa- “sticky-note-on-the-wall”
tion, so you may need to move things around a few times until you find the trick. Each sticky-note
solution that works best. Even simple lists, such as the Blue Family’s site inven- represents a chunk of

information that needs to go

tory, present more than one option for organization by class (Figure 3).
into the site. Sometimes

different colored stickies are
used to differentiate types of
BERT: Email addresses: information. With all the
email address Bert
birthday information Barbara sticky-notes on the wall, they
current pro?ects Bettina can be grouped and
favorite color Baby i i
favorite food Bubbles regrouped easily yntﬂthg
Eoveretie T Sl structure of the site begins to
photos | Photographs: | emerge.
Bert k 8 J
BARBARA: Barbara
email address Bettina
birthday information Baby
current projects
favorite color Current events:
favorite food Bert
favorite TV show Barbara
photos Bettina
Baby
| BETTINA:
email address Favorite lists:
birthday information Bert
current projects Barbara
favorite color Bettina
favorite food Baby
favorite TV show Bubbles
photos
BABY: Bert
i Barbara
birthday information Bettina
current projects Baby
favorite color
favorite food
favorite TV show
photos
| BUBBLES:
| email address |
favorite color
favorite food
favorite TV show

Figure 3. There are usually many ways to organize the same information. Here, the items from the Blue Family site
inventory are arranged two different ways.

Building Usable Web Sites @
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2007 NOTES
The FedEx.com site has been updated,

but package tracking is still prominent
on the home page.

The Blue Family

| Special Features: |
| Family News (updated frequently) |

Vacation Photographs

Fanily Meober Sectionss

Bert Page:
Personal bio
Current activities
Favorites list
ge

Personal bio
Current activities
Favorites list

ge

Bettina Page:
Personal bio
Current activities
Favorites list
ge

Baby Page:
Personal bio
Current activities
Favorites list
ge

Bubbles Page:
Personal bio
Favorites list

Figure 5. The organization of the Blue Family
site.

Remember the user

While you'e organizing, be sure to keep the users’ perspective in mind. One
of the most common mistakes that companies make is to organize their cor-
porate web sites to match their internal department structure. While some-
one who works for XYZ Corporation may know which department handles
special promotions, chances are that the average user will not know to look
there.

A good example of designing for the user is the FedEx site (Figure 4). They
know a significant percentage of people visiting their site are there to track a
package. Although this activity makes up a small part of the functions of
FedEx as a whole, it is given a prominent space on the home page of the
site.
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Figure 4. FedEx anticipated the needs of their users and put the tracking function right on the home page.

Do your research up front to learn what your users expect to find on your
site and what you can do to meet their needs. Remember that the way you
perceive your own information may be confusing to others.

After examining the possibilities, I've decided to divide the information for
the Blue Family site into sections by family member. In addition, I've added
three special pages that are updated frequently (Figure 5).

()
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Giving it a shape: Site structure

Once you've identified the contents of your site and given it a basic organi-
zation, it is helpful to create a site diagram. Professional information architects
use site diagrams as tools for communicating the structure of the site to cli-
ents, and as a road map for providing guidance throughout the web-
production process.

Site diagrams use boxes to represent pages with lines and/or arrows to repre-
sent the relationships (links) between pages (Figure 6). It’s nice to have a
mental model for the overall shape of the site; it creates a sense of space and
begins to suggest a system for navigation.

Background INFO

A one-page detailed
description of organization
and what it's about.

HOME PAGE

Background info
Threaded discussion
List of Members
Resources Pages
(tentative list:)

Threaded Discussion
(external link to conference

Professional information
architects use site diagrams

area

Link will go to sign in page
for users to participate in
threaded discussions. There

will be one conference with

« Hell i g 0
et mohed esson v o o e as tools for communicating
« Get informati - .

Moamion the structure of the site.

Questi i LIST of 40 MEMBERS MEMBER PAGE

Contact Information
[F i Space]

« 1 paragraph intro

« Entries for each of the
members; an entry
consists of a linked group
name and a one-ling
description

———> Internal Link
...... > External Link

RESOURCES PAGE (aka
“external links page”)

(this is a meaningful

grouping of resources and

external links)

* Page title

« 1 paragraph description

« Entries for each resource;
An entry consists of a link
to the resource and a 1-2
line description of what's
on the site. We should
think about whether we
want to link to the Member
Page if a site is not
available.

=

 Still image which links to
Quicktime movie of 2
30-second tv ads

* Small image of print ad
links to full-size image.

(there will be one page for
each member. These pages
will be created with a simple
page-template)

Member Name

One paragraph description
Address/phone/contact

info
y * Linkto site (where
available)

P> EXTERNAL SITE

(Users will need to use the
“back” button to return to
our site; or we can have
external sites open in a new
window.)

QUESTIONNAIRE

* Page title
* instructions
* short form to fill out

CONTACT INFO

* Page title

« paragraph of text

* traditional contact info

« email form right on the
page

=10
AD CAMPAIGN COMMERCIAL
« Page title TRANSCRIPT
« 1 paragraph description * Page title

1 paragraph description
Quicktime movie plays
right on the page

* Transcript of commercial
along with 2-3 key
images from video

Figure 6. A sample site plan.

Building Usable Web Sites
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Figure 7. A diagram of a site with hierarchical

organization.

Family Member Sections

________________________________________________________________________

' dided Blue Family _'"I News Page |
The site is divided into sections H |
ome Page S
by family member. There are g > Contact Info
three additional special features. »| Vacation Photos
4 v v 4 4
b Bert Barbara Bettina Baby Bubbles
! (greeting & bio) (greeting & bio) (greeting & bio) (greeting & bio) (greeting & bio)
: L I 7 ~ I T
v \ Each family
E | Activities | | Favorites | | Photo Page member page
' has these three
i options.

Figure 8. The Blue Family site diagram.

Hierarchical structure

Most sites are organized hierarchi-
cally, starting with a top page that
offers several choices and then suc-
cessive layers of choices branching
out below, so that a “tree” is formed
(Figure 7).

Hierarchical organization is a tried-
and-true method and, if done well, it
offers the user clear, step-by-step
access to material on the site. If you
choose this structure, there are a few
guidelines you should follow.

First, make sure that important
information doesn’t get buried too
deeply. With each required click, you
run the risk of losing a few readers
who may only have time to skim
through the top layers of a site.

Also, make sure that the branches of
the hierarchy tree are generally bal-
anced. For example, if the majority
of the categories are shallow (only a
few levels deep), avoid having one
category drill down through multiple
levels of information. If this is the
case, chances are you can organize
the information better to create con-
sistency throughout the site.

Our family site is based on a simple
hierarchical structure (Figure 8) with
the addition of special sections on
the home page. The family member
sections are available from every
page on the site.
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Information Design

Although tree-style structure is the most popular and multipurpose, it is by

no means your only option, and may not be the best suited for your type of
information. You may consider organizing your site (or a part of it) linearly.

Planning Server Structure

In a linear arrangement, the user is guided from page to page in a particular If you are building a web site that
order. This is appropriate for narratives or any information that must be has more than a dozen or so pages,

viewed in sequence.

you'll probably want to divide your
files into subdirectories on the server.

In the Blue Family site, I've chosen a linear arrangement for the vacation In general, it is most convenient
photographs, which have been arranged in chronological order (Figure 9). when the organization of your files
Notice that I've also planned for access to the home page from any page in on the server matches the structure
the photo sequence, so the user never gets stuck in the flow. of your site. Therefore, the

information-design phase of a web

Home Page

design project is also a good time to
set up a directory structure on the
server.

AAA

A

A\

There are many approaches to server
management, but in general, a single
directory contains all the files for a

Photo 1 Photo 2

\ 4

site. That directory is divided into

Photo 3 Photo 4 subdirectories that reflect the site's

\ 4
\ 4

major sections. It is common to keep

all of the graphics in a directory

Figure 9. Alinear site diagram. Each page offers a link to the home page. called graphics or images. | often

When you're driving down a
highway, you see mile markers and
signs telling you how many miles it is
to the next city. This is an important
type of feedback for knowing where
you are and for planning your trip.

Likewise, when users are clicking
through a series, such as a multipart
article, they need some feedback as
to the total length of the trip (total
number of pages) and where they
are in the flow (the current page
number).

Each page in a linear arrangement
should be clearly labeled with this
status information. There are several
common approaches:

.

keep an images directory in each of
my section subdirectories so all the

common infomation sticks together,

How Far Do | Have to Go?

10f5
Lists the current page number (1)
and the total number of pages (5).

1,23, 4,5
Lists each page number
individually with the current page
highlighted. Each page number
serves as a link to that page.

info diary afv merch lists

Intro
Information Design

Interface Design

www.orbitband.com

Navigation Design = [ orbitband
Conclusion b (5 av
Instead of just numbers, it is more B (5 graphics
informative to provide actual titles [1 index.html
for each page so users can make a [» {4 info
better decision whether they want [» Ci lists
to continue or skip ahead. y B i merch
- Cj tourdiary
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Complex structures

Not every site is going to fit nicely into a tree or a straight line. Most com-
mercial web sites today offer so much information and functionality that the
site diagrams can become enormous and quite complex. I've seen a site dia-
gram for one popular media site that used postage-stamp sized boxes to
represent pages, and the overall site diagram sprawled the length of the hall-
way!

But that’s just the point of using a site diagram. It enables you to get a handle
on the site as a whole and to keep track of its farthest corners.

Exercise 1: Take Inventory

If you bought this book, chances are you have a web site
project in mind. Take this opportunity to plan the contents
of your site. If you don't already have a web project on

your to-do list, you can practice these skills by making up a

site for your family, church, or a friend's business.

Make a detailed list of the things you want to include in

When you can't think of anything else to add and all the
pieces are organized in a balanced, logical fashion, try
sketching a diagram that shows how your content
inventory translates into a site structure. Start with boxes
for the home page and pages that link from it. For small
sites, it may be possible to sketch out every page of the

site. For complex sites, you may only be able to indicate
major sections.

the site. Don't underestimate the importance of this
process; being thorough takes real work. You will probably
find that the elements will fall into a natural organization,
perhaps by category. Challenge yourself and see if you can
take the same list of elements and put them into a
different organization. Is there anything to be learned by
the alternative structure?

\. S

Of course, there are no answers in the back of the book
for this exercise. To see how you're doing, get feedback
from your family, peers, or client.

Interface Design

Now that we have our content in shape, we need to give our visitors a way to
get to it. Were entering the interface design phase.

The interface design determines how a site’s logical structure appears visually
on the page. It includes all the visual cues to understanding what informa-
tion is available as well as navigational tools for moving through the site.

Because the interface works visually, it is closely integrated with the graphic
design of the site. For instance, the interface designer might say, “This infor-
mation will be accessed via a button on the home page,” while the graphic
designer might say, “Our buttons will be blue with yellow outlines and white
type.” In the real world, however, it is quite common for both of these roles
to be performed by the same person or department.

Let’s look at some of the visual cues and conceptual models that you can use

to make the structure of your information more apparent and understand-
able.
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Grouping like elements

Long lists of choices can be overwhelming and may discourage browsing. If
there are a large number of items available on a page (and there often are), it
is a good idea to break them into a small number of major groups and to
indicate these groups visually (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. These sites do a good job of dividing
a large number of page elements into manageable

The magic number in interface design is seven. The theory is that the human groups through the use of tables and color:
brain tends to short-circuit when faced with more than seven options at a

time. So when designing interfaces, choices are often limited to seven, plus or

minus two (however, it is not a hard and fast rule). While it’s unlikely that

you'll have just seven elements on a page, you can break your longer list into

seven or fewer groups.

For instance, you may put all of your navigational buttons in a row across the
top of the page. By using a colored background for that area or similar
graphical treatments for each button, the buttons will work together as one
visual unit. Likewise, you may put links to archived material in a shaded
table to set them apart from the main content areas of the site.

Building Usable Web Sites @
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Use any metaphor with
caution. When the symbol
misses its mark, it's not only
confusing, it can be comical.

Metaphors

Another way to make the information on a site more accessible and under-
standable is to use a metaphor. A metaphor associates a new concept (such
as a site organization or navigational tool) with a familiar model or idea. The
knowledge the user has of the familiar setting will provide a head start to
understanding the new environment.

Site-wide metaphors

A site-wide metaphor strives to turn the whole site into something recogniz-
able, such as a town square or a kitchen, as the interface to information.
Objects in that space correlate with sections of the site.

Site-wide metaphors were popular when the Web first started because it was
easy to assume that everyone was new to the Web and needed a little hand-
holding. There were many little villages online (Figure 11, middle), and even
large corporations tried it out. Some infamous examples include the IRSs
“Digital Daily” newspaper interface (Figure 11, top), Southwest Airlines’ vir-
tual ticket counter, and Kraft’s “Interactive Kitchen.” They’ve all been rede-
signed now. In fact, the site-wide metaphor is virtually extinct...and for good
reason. Metaphors tend to break down—not every section in your site is
going to have a logical association with something in the metaphorical scene.
It becomes confusing quickly, and at times, even trite. For instance, where do
you download tax forms in a newspaper, or look for corporate information
in a kitchen? In addition, site-wide metaphors often require a graphics-heavy
design to set the stage, which can slow down performance.

So while a metaphor might be a fun and tempting solution to your home
page, I advise that you resist, unless that metaphor is part of your content
(like a game) or it somehow makes perfect sense for the site. For instance, it
might be an entertaining and easy interface for a children’s site.

Tool metaphors

Metaphors are more effective when they are used to explain specific concepts
or tools (Figure 11, bottom). I think the best example of this is the online
“shopping cart.” People know what you do with a shopping cart in the real
world: you load it up with the things you want to buy and then take them to
the cash register for purchase. Shopping sites quickly adopted the shopping-
cart metaphor for online shopping functionality.

Getty Images, a company that licenses photography, has a function for saving
selected images that can be looked at later and shared with a group. They call
this feature the “lightbox,” referring to the backlit table that traditional
designers use to view transparent artwork. The activities that take place
around a traditional lightbox are a good match for what takes place on
Getty’s virtual photo-viewing area, making the lightbox an effective meta-
phor.
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Examples of site-wide metaphors
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Electronic

Freedom Of
Information Act
Reading Room

The IRS (www.irs.gov) used this newspaper
metaphor for years. Fortunately, they have since
cut the cute stuff and have redesigned the site
to make finding information and forms easier.

An example of a neighborhood metaphor

on a community center web site.The assignment
of topic to building is arbitrary because the
drawing is not of the center itself.

Learn More
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State, And Local
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Volunteers provide tax return assistance
<l rhirrhes Hhrades commondte fenters A

Lilliant Trayels

Examples of tool metaphors

The well-established
shopping-cart

Mo Iterms in cart |

metaphor (this one from
barnesandnoble.com).

This online lighthox tool on the Getty Images

site (creative.gettyimages.com) allows designers
to store and view images.When you are ready to
purchase, you add the image to your cart, of course.

% My Lightbox view I [= My order view I

Minimize frame wiew

[ view by images and text £ |

Create a new Lightbox
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Digital Vision
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Figure 11. Site-wide and tool metaphors.
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Diagrams show how pages
work and are generally
devoid of graphic design.

Interface design methods

Like information architects, interface designers use diagrams and flowcharts
to work out the functionality of their designs. Diagrams show how pages
work and are generally devoid of graphic design. You can even use them to
do a round of user testing to make sure your site works before the time is
spent developing the prototype.

Page diagrams

One type of diagram used in the interface-building process is a wireframe
page layout of typical pages in the site. In most cases, large web sites use a
limited number of page templates that can be reused for common page func-
tions (such as login pages, top-level section pages, etc.).

I developed the interface for a site that allowed members to search through a
large database of public records. Early in the design process, I created dia-
grams of each page type to communicate the functionality of the site to the
client and to give the graphic designer a basic structure for the page design
(Figure 12).
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menu with
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(or 4a/)

Fthink of it as the.
user-control area,

WELCOME
Afew lines describing DATABASE SERVICE MAIN PAGE
what the database
contains and how to (graphically rich page)
use it.
“Search for FREE—
pay only for the Address Search > 2
complete reports you aline of description
request,
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0’_. Name Search [ SUBSCRIBER |——p- 2
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become a subscriber” WELCOME
Do a custom search Afew lines describing
both link to pages
\(m'm completgj put the full power of our database to work; lots of fig| ‘é‘g‘;‘é};‘: g;‘éaﬁg\s,fm Please l0q in
information an: = i
forms to register). You must be a short-term or full subscriber to do a ¢y use it. g
REE— only subscribers would get this page; guests go directly to search parameters page]
he
CUSTOM SEARCH OR MARKETING pe
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e password: ENTER — 3
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SORT RESULTS SEARCH FOR:
OF SEARCH BY: - O Save my userid & password
County: [illedin ically for subscribers; can be changed | SEILES I'm nota member, but I'd like to SUBSCRIBE
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E
START JE— 3 E— nd
5 <1 SEARCH Parameter: Parameter: ).
Parameter: [ ] Paramete [ ]
Eg‘égﬁj;&@l“‘“s Parameter: ] Parameter: [ ]
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e Parameter: [ ] Parameter: [ |
Separat from other
Search it

Parameter: [
Parameter: [ ]

Parameter:
Parameter: [ ]

Figure 12. Interface designers use wireframe
page diagrams to plan the functionality of the site.
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Even if you are just working on a web site for yourself, you might find that
sketching out the home page and representative pages within your site is a
useful step to take before you dig into writing the HTML and developing the
look and feel for the page. It helps you make sure that all the pieces are there.
Page diagrams for the Blue Family site might look like Figure 13.

Home page
Blue Family Online
Bert
Barbara
Bettina
Baby - Family member page
Bubbles Bert  Barb  Bet Baby  Bubbles Home

« Contact info link

Family Member Name

greeting & bio

activities photos favorites
link link link

Figure 13. Page diagrams for the Blue Family site.

User scenarios

For complex commercial sites, particularly those with interactive functional-
ity and step-based features such as shopping, personalized content (accessed
by logging in), and so on, the interface designer might also produce typical
user-scenario flowcharts. These flowcharts show how a typical user might
click through the various levels and features of the site. It’s a diagram of one
possible pathway through the site.

Interface Design
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The database site I mentioned earlier had a complicated interface that
changed depending on the level of membership the user signed up for and
the number of records that were retrieved. The development team and I used
flowcharts to anticipate and plan for each of these variations (Figure 14).
Flowcharts may be accompanied by a more descriptive narrative of the
action, as shown in the flowchart sample.

Guest Searches
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o

(s
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go back and change the search parameters. PURCHASE ALERT FITER BLLNG IFORMATON

o be determined

E. A purchase notification appears with the
option to buy the individual records,
become a short-term subscriber, revise the
request, or cancel the search. If the guest
chooses to purchase something, he will go
to a page to enter credit card information.

F. The user’s chosen records are displayed
in a 2-line format (with the information
fields filled in), in one long scroll.

G. Itis possible to view the records as full-
screen reports in a long scroll, or click on v
a hyperlink to see an individual full-screen
record.

INDIVIDUAL RECORD

pu

. The user can click forward and backward
through the individual records. =l ===

Figure 14. A sample user-scenario flowchart.




Navigation Design

Navigation is a subset of the site’s interface, but because it’s an important
topic, I'll give it a little extra attention.

The information in a web site is often perceived as occupying a physical
space. Like a real physical space, such as a city or airport, a web site requires
a system of signage to help visitors find their way around. On web sites, this
takes the form of logos, labels, buttons, links, and other shortcuts. These ele-
ments make up the navigational system for the site.

Where am I?

One of the main duties of a navigation system is to let users know where they
are. Remember that users can enter your site at any point if they have the
right URL or if they are clicking on a link from a list of search engine results.
There’s no guarantee that they will have the benefit of the home page to tell
them where they’ve landed, so it is important that every page on your site
contains some label that identifies the site.

Nordstrom’s web site (www.nordstrom.com) uses an effective global naviga-
tion bar at the top of every page (Figure 15). The Nordstrom logo on the left
clearly identifies the site.

homepage | @sh_opmgﬂg:nibems | customer service | live help

N O R DST ROM women \ﬂl juniors BR Iﬂ‘ T fewely & | beauty Iﬁl

women's shoes men's shoes  kids' shoes  brands

SEARCH [ | Advanced sexch | shonby Brand

Figure 15. Nordstrom’s global navigation toolbar clearly identifies the site and is used on every page.

In addition, if your site has different sections or levels, it is a good idea to
orient the reader within the site’s structure. As you can see in the Nordstrom
navigational toolbar, the subsection is also identified by highlighting its name
in the toolbar.

Where can | go?

The other responsibility of a navigation system is to clearly present the
options for where users can go (or what they can do) next. I usually ask
myself two questions when deciding exactly which navigational buttons to
add. The first question is user-based: where might this person want to go
next? For the second question, I play the role of the client or web site pub-
lisher: where do we want that person to go next?

Navigation Design

Like a real physical space,
such as a city or airport, a
web site requires a system of
signage to help visitors find
their way around.
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It is impractical to provide a link to every page on a site from every other
page, so you need to choose your links wisely. By limiting choices, you can
help shape the users’ experience of your site while providing the flexibility
they need to get around.

The navigational options for every site will be different, but there are a few
standards. An expanded view of the Nordstrom site shows how it employs
some standard navigational systems (Figure 16).

@ First, a link back to the home page from every page in the site is usually
expected. If the reader ever gets lost in the maze, this provides a way to
get back to the beginning with one click.

® There might also be a set of

links that should be accessible
«—@ Global functions site-wide, regardless of the cur-
rent section. These include links

® Home link

homepage | (% shopping bag: items | customer service | live help

NORDSTROM women @mm [ \ﬂl Jowely & e | beauty \ﬂl )
Links to

e other sections to a help section, personalized
Gt viewsll of the site information, search capabilities,
B [ ] and other general information
o i:::i‘;:; e that should always be available
o et atmi7ramnw s to users. These can be incorpo-

rated into the global navigation

e system, but usually with less
g b & visual weight. Note that

Loafers

xfords 1

e Nordstrom uses a shopping bag,
::.::f::‘\sn:::d Rar\qam,';;hncwna‘ Pump Ranuon\;‘;;l\;éa‘ Pump MANEL] ‘;275:"\;52‘ Pump l‘ather than a cart.

Specil ccasion ® Secondary

Slipper Shop

(section) O 1If your site is divided into sec-

N \ navigation tions, you might choose to pro-
)\_) vide links to the main pages of
the other sections as part of the

navigation system on every
Figure 16. Nordstrom’s navigational systems. page.

features & favorites
Athletic Shop

Wedding Shop
What's Hot Now

® You may also have options that
are specific to a particular section
of the site. This is called second-
ary navigation or section naviga-
tion. On Nordstrom.com, the
secondary navigation is in a col-
umn on the left. Each section has
its own set of section-specific
navigational options as well as
the global navigation system.




Fundamentals of good navigation

Navigation systems are highly site-specific. The list of choices that are perfect
for one site could totally bomb on another. However, there are a few guiding
principles that apply regardless of the type of site youre building. The key
characteristics of a successful navigation system are clarity, consistency, and
efficiency. Let’s look at what each of these means in practical terms.

Clarity

In order for navigation to work, it must be easily learned. One of the main
gripes about surfing the Web is that you have to learn how to use every new
site you visit. It is in your interest to make the learning process as quick and
painless as possible by making your navigational tools intuitive and easily
understood at a glance.

Try following these guidelines for keeping your navigation system clear and
user-friendly:

Navigation should look like navigation. Your navigational tools (such as
links to the home page and other parts of the site) should somehow
stand out on the page. This can be accomplished by grouping them
together and applying some sort of visual treatment that sets them apart
from ordinary content. Buttons don’t necessarily need to be in 3-D to
look “clickable,” but they should still read as navigation at a glance.

Label everything clearly. 1 cant emphasize this point strongly enough.
Despite the fact that the Web is a visual medium and we’ve been discuss-
ing visual cues for interface design, people still find their way around
with words. Nothing stands in the way of finding information more than
labels that are vague or too cute to be understood. Don't call a section “A
Light in the Darkness” when it’s really just “Help.”

User testing shows that longer, more descriptive link text is more effec-
tive in getting people where they want to go. Make sure your section
names and all links are labeled in a way that everyone will understand.

Use icons with caution. Although there are a few icons that have taken on
standardized meanings (such as a small house picture as a link to the
“home” page), for the most part, icons are difficult to decipher and can
stand in the way of usability. Can you tell what each of the icons in
Figure 17 do?

Navigation Design

NAVIGATION TIP

List Navigation

Here's a simple tip to save
your users some clicks. If you
have a number of items in a
list of links, be sure that each
page has a link to the next
item in the list. This prevents
users from needing to click
back to the list page each time
they want to get to the next
item.

Of course, you need to
provide a link back to the list
as well, in case the viewer
does not want to view the list
in order. You might add a link
to the previous item in the list
as well (not shown below) to
allow movement through the
list both backward and

(A (:] (C]

atc 5 § B

Figure 17. Icons aren't necessarily intuitive.

forward.
ltem1 ITEM 1
Item 2
< back to list Item 2>
m - .
Item 4 +
Item 5 [TEM 2
<backtolist  Item 3>
-

v

etc.
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It's important that
navigational options be
consistent throughout the
site, in availability as well as
in appearance.

Did you guess “align elements” @, “expand window” @, and “News”
@?* This shows how, in general, icons alone do a poor job of communi-
cating. Some icons, such as a globe, are so overused that they mean
absolutely nothing. If you choose to use icons, it is best to reinforce them
with clear labels in every instance. If you have just one or two carefully
chosen icons, you may get away with defining them once on the home
page and using the icons alone throughout the site. Either way, you
should carefully consider whether icons are really aiding your naviga-
tion.

Consistency

Providing navigational options is not enough if they aren’t predictable or
dependable. It’s important that navigational options be consistent through-
out the site, in availability as well as in appearance.

Pages that are alike should have the same navigational options. If T could get
back to the home page directly from one second-level page, I'd expect to be
able to get back from all the others as well. Third-level pages might have a
different set of options, but those options need to be consistent among all
third-level pages, and so on.

Furthermore, it helps usability to present the options in the same fashion
every time they are presented. If your home page button appears in blue at
the top right-hand corner of one page, don't put it at the bottom in red on
another page. If you offer a list of options, such as in a toolbar, keep the selec-
tions in the same order on each page so users don’t have to spend time hunt-
ing around for the option they just used. Navigation options should stay
put.

Efficiency

With every click into a site’s hierarchy, you run the risk that the user will lose
interest and leave. When you are designing the structure and navigation of a
site, be mindful of how many clicks it takes to get to a piece of content or
complete a task (such as filling out a form or purchasing something). The
goal is to get users to the information they want efficiently and keep them
engaged in the process.

The navigation system for a site should alleviate extra clicking, not add to it.
Your navigation should include shortcuts to information—it can be as sim-
ple as providing links to other major sections of the site. You might want to
supplement the global site-navigation system with specialized shortcuts such
as a site map or search function.

" Icons were taken from Macromedia Freehand 8, RealPlayer 7, and www.k10k.com, respectively.
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Navigational elements

Navigation Design

There are many tools that you can use to help users move around a site. Here

are some of the most popular.

Toolbars and panels

The majority of web sites group their navigational options (whether graphical
buttons or text links) into some sort of horizontal toolbar or vertical panel.
Toolbars are generally placed along the top of the page (sometimes below an

Most web sites group their
navigational options into a
vertical or horizontal toolbar.

advertising banner). The left edge of the page is another convenient location
for navigation options and lists of related links (Figure 18).
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Figure 18. Navigational toolbars and panels.
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2007 NOTES

Today, pull-down (also called drop-
down) menus are commonly created
using Cascading Style Sheets alone. The
wiki at CSS-discuss.org has a list of links
to tutorials that demonstrate how it is
done. Look under Tips and Tricks for
“List Menus" or go to http://css-discuss.
incutio.com/?page=ListMenus.

Drop-down menus can also be created
using JavaScript.

2007 NOTES

I've changed my tune somewhat on the
use of tabs in navigation. Since this was
published, tabs have been firmly
established as a convention for indicating
all sorts of site divisions, so | don't find
them as problematic as | did in this text.

Pull-down menus

A great space-saving method for adding a large number of links on a page is
to put them in a pull-down menu (Figure 19). That way, all the links are read-
ily available but don’t require much precious screen real estate.

—22%. A similar effect can be created using a pull-down menu form element.
Form elements require some scripts on the server in order to function. In
either case, beginners may need some assistance from a web programmer to
implement this navigational shortcut.

| roxr = )| mrormaion | eoustion | s wewsens | nomneast neautn rouparion | contecr us |

PTEQ@

A NETWORK OF PEOPLE AND CARE GIVING

R
| © 2

ORGANIZATIONS JOINED TOGETHER BY A SHARED COMMITMENT TO IMPROVE
0} ‘
L (n e 4

Figure 19. Drop-down (or pull-down) menus are a great way to add shortcuts to pages without taking up much
screen real estate. This site uses DHTML to make an interactive toolbar at the top of the page.

The mission statement wi
go here and sadipscing elitr,
sed diam nonumy eirmod
tempor invidunt ut labore et

dolore magna aliquyam erat,

sed diam voluptua. At vero

Tabs

Navigational tabs across the top of the page have become a standard web
element since their introduction in the late 90s. While they serve as a com-
pact and fairly intuitive device for allowing access to different sections of a
site, I find that they are sometimes applied inappropriately or gratuitously.

Ideally, tabs should be used to indicate similar functionality across a number
of categories (Figure 20). Amazon.com (one of the early tab adopters) uses
them correctly in this case—whether you've selected books or movies,
you have the same basic options for viewing specials, reading reviews, and
shopping.

All too often, tabs are used arbitrarily for access to divisions of the site. While
there’s nothing inherently wrong with this, the tabs arent communicating
functionality; they're just a decorative design for what otherwise would be a
simple navigational toolbar.

)



Tabs are best used for indicating similar functionality across a number of categories...
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...but they are often just decorative toolbars (www.apple.com).
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Figure 20. Examples of navigational tabs.

One drawback to tabs, which Amazon.com faced early on, is that graphical
tabs stack up pretty quickly, and you may end up with an unwieldy moun-
tain of tabs. Their solution was to offer only a select number of tabs with
access to their full list of offerings on a separate page. Because of the limited
pixel real estate across the top of a web page, tabbed interfaces are not easily
scaleable.

As the Web continues to evolve, navigational approaches come and go like
any fad. Buy.com, another formerly tab-reliant site, ditched its tabs altogether
and now just presents options in a navigational panel. If you choose to use
tabs, consider whether your interface is really benefitting from the addi-
tional graphics overhead. It may be that a simple toolbar would suffice.

Navigation Design
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“Breadcrumb” navigation

One of my favorite navigational elements is what’s become known as “bread-
crumb” navigation. As you click through the site’s hierarchy, each successive
level is indicated as a text link (Figure 21). Eventually, you end up with a
string of section and subsection names that shows exactly where you are and
where you've been (like Hansel and Gretel's breadcrumb trail through the
forest). The trail also allows users to return to the higher levels they’ve passed
through with just one click.

Perhaps the best feature is that, because they are only HTML text links, this
form of navigation barely adds to the file size. That’s a lot of communication
and functionality packed into a few bytes.

CHET tech sites: Price comparisons | Product reviews | Tech news | Bownloads | Site map

@ Electronics Search- .. | n Digital Photo | % |

| CMET : Electronics : Digital Photo : Camcorders

YaHoO! Yahoo!- Help
B e
i A d Search
vlicelklongy P —
ew ave an n 0 I j "
ynthpop the YWWeh ' just this categary pew. 1: ]

Home = Entertainment = Music = Atists = By Genre » Rock and Pop > New Wave and Synthpop

SEARCH: ® webmonkey () the web

The WebDevelopersResource [ (=)

home / design / graphics §

Figure 21. Examples of "breadcrumb” navigation.

Site maps

If your site is large and complex, you may want to supplement the naviga-
tional system on each page by providing shortcuts to your information. One
approach is to provide a site map, which is a list of the contents of the site,
organized to reflect the structure of the site by section and subsection (Figure
22). By providing an overhead view of the site’s logic, you may help the user
feel better oriented when travelling through the site. Each topic in the site
map is also a handy link directly to that page.

As an alternative, smaller sites may be represented with a graphical site map.
It is generally more difficult to do this effectively. In addition, because it is a
graphic, it will take longer to download than text.

You might also choose to provide a site index, which is an alphabetical listing
(like a book index) of all the topics available on your site.
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Figure 22. Examples of site maps.
Search functionality

One of the most widely used shortcuts for finding information on a web site
is the search box (Figure 23). Other examples appear in nearly every naviga-
tion example in this chapter.

While it’s tempting to assume that a search engine is the answer to every-
body’ information-seeking problems, in reality, most search functions offer amazoncom.
a false sense of security. Search engines require special scripting on the
server side, and although that can be simple to do, it’s not so easy to do well.
It also requires careful site indexing for it to work efficiently.

Popular Music >

The unfortunate truth about many search engines is that they may turn up
irrelevant links, or too many links to sort through. Some search engines do
not provide a thorough enough description of each listing for users to make Figure 23. Search boxes are only as good as the

. . . . . . programming behind them. Amazon.com provides
an informed choice. Thts can cause wasted time following links that seem awell-designed and essetEE AR
useful, but actually aren’t.

There’s nothing wrong with supplementing your navigation system with
search capabilities, as long as you actually take the time (and spend the
money) to support it on the backend.

Building Usable Web Sites 25



Navigation Design

When used deliberately and

thoughtfully, color is a
powerful visual cue with
many applications.

Color and Brand

Color has a big impact on the

perceived “brand"” of the site.

Make sure the colors you

choose fit the identity of the
Lclient or project.
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Color coding

When used deliberately and thoughtfully, color is a powerful visual cue with
many applications. A bright color calls attention to an element on a page.
Coloring individual items with similar colors causes them to be perceived as
a group. Assigning colors to each section of a site can help orient the user.

Keep in mind that the key to effective color usage is restraint and control. Too
many amateur web sites make the mistake of using every available color on
a single page, resulting in visual chaos. Choose a few colors, and stick with
them.

I'll address a few specific examples of color use on the Web.

Link colors

The very first graphical browsers were designed to display hypertext links in
bright blue, underlined text. This initial decision to assign a link color dis-
tinct from the text color was an effective method for indicating that linked
text was somehow different from ordinary text. It has become the primary
visual cue for “click here.”

Since then, browser developers have stuck with blue text as the default link
color, and it is the closest thing we have to a true interface convention on the
Web. Want to get to another page? Click on the blue text!

Lately, there’s been some controversy over whether designers should use
Cascading Style Sheets to override the default link colors. Some more con-
servative designers feel that it requires more work if the user has to learn a
new link color for every web site. The more popular opinion is that it is fine
to change the color of links on a site as long as it is done consistently within
that site. If you prefer red links, that’s fine; just keep them red throughout the
whole site.

Another consideration in coloring links is the difference between regular
links and visited links (links that have already been followed). In general, you
should set the link color to be somehow brighter or bolder than the visited
link color. A toned-back visited link color better communicates a “less active”
state.
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Section color coding Amazon.com
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Exercise 2: Page Diagrams

Using your site diagram as a starting point, develop
wireframe page diagrams for each type of page in your
site. Most sites have only a handful of different page types.

For instance, a simple site may have a home page, a
section page, and a content page. Applying a single page
template to similar pages on your site is one way to ensure
consistent navigation options.

Consider whether your content can share page templates.

Then, using the diagrams in this section as an example,

sketch out the structure of your primary page types.

Don't worry about what the pages will look like; think only

about which areas of the page will be allocated for which
Lcontent. Think carefully about which navigational options

Figure 24. Section color coding is a popular
method for orienting users within your site.

will be available on each page and then decide where the
navigational elements will be placed.

If done well, these diagrams will speed up the processes of
creating a look and feel for the site and creating the
working HTML template pages because all the thinking
and planning will have been done ahead of time.

Some web developers use wireframe page diagrams in user
testing. Using printouts, they ask users to point to
“buttons” and move through pages of the site. You can
use your site diagrams too see whether it is possible to
smoothly move through your site. It's much easier to edit
or make a new sketch on paper than to tear apart an
HTML page and put it together again.

Building Usable Web Sites
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Building the Pages

Building the Pages

Once you've carefully organized your information and planned the interface
and navigation, designing and building the pages should be a fairly smooth
process. Once the content and structure of the pages are designed in wire-
frames, the graphic designer can put a visual face on it. Using the designer’s
sketches, the developers can start coding.

Giving it a look and feel

The “look and feel” phase of the web design process includes choosing col-
ors, fonts, and the graphical style for the content and navigational elements.
The visual design of a site is an important factor in its usability. Colors need
to be chosen not just to be pleasing to the eye, but to reinforce the structure
and intended functionality of the page. Buttons and links should read as
clickable at a glance. Elements need to be given appropriate visual weight on
the page (for instance, the treatment of global navigation versus section
navigation). These decisions typically fall into the hands of graphic design-
ers.

The result of the visual design process is usually non-working sketches of
each page type. Most designers create page sketches using Photoshop or
Fireworks. Placing page elements on separate layers makes it easier to create
the individual graphics later.

Figure 25 shows the look-and-feel treatments I created based on the Blue
Family wireframe diagrams from Figure 13. On the home page, I've grouped
the links to the family member sections and given them a similar graphical
treatment to imply that they have similar content and functionality. The
news and photo page areas are given special visual treatments that are appro-
priate for features that will be updated frequently.

Barbara Bettina Baby Bubbles

Hlue family online

1the

) Bert Blue FAMILY NEWS
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Ié\ Bettina Blue MORE °
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= Contact Us!
The Blue Family home page. Atypical second-level page for the Blue Family site.

Figure 25. Look-and-feel treatments.
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Second-level pages feature a navigational toolbar that will be used on every
page of the site. It features the Blue Family “logo” in the upper-left corner to
identify the site from any point of entry. It also provides links to each family
member section as well as the home page. The current section is identified
both by the labeled area below the toolbar and by the orange dot behind the
member’s name in the toolbar itself.

Creating working pages

The final phase of the design process is to create working web pages from the
page layouts. Web developers deconstruct the pages and create the HTML
documents, style sheets, and web graphics to recreate the graphic designer’s
vision as closely as possible. Meanwhile, programmers may create scripts
and coding for adding interactivity and functionality, if necessary. Once the
site is built, it needs to be tested thoroughly (this is true for personal sites as
well).

For personal and other small sites, it is common for one person to handle all
the phases from interface design through the final HTML page creation.
Even if you are working as a one-person web developer, it is good to be aware
of how creating a web site is broken down into individual tasks.

Building Usable Web Sites: In Review

There are a lot of big, meaty topics in this chapter, all warranting further
study and experimentation. Here are a few of the highlights:

* A successful web site requires attention to how the information is orga-
nized (its information design) and how users get to that information (its
interface design and navigation system).

* Users top frustrations in browsing the Web include not being able to
find information, hitting dead ends, not being able to get back to where
they started, and having to click through too many pages to get to the
information they want.

* Information design involves organizing information and planning how
users will find it. It requires taking an inventory of all the information
on the site, organizing it, and giving it structure.

* Interface design determines how a site’s structure is represented visually
on the page. It includes all the visual cues to understanding what infor-
mation is available, as well as how to get to it. It includes how items are
grouped, color-coding systems, metaphors, and all the buttons and tools
for navigating the site.

* Site diagrams are useful for communicating the structure of the site and
developing its navigational system.

Building Usable Web Sites: In Review
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Test Yourself

* A good navigation system must answer the questions “Where am I?” and
“Where can I go from here?”.

* The key characteristics of a successful navigation system are clarity, con-
sistency, and efficiency:.

* The most common navigation tool is the navigational toolbar, usually at
the top (but sometimes along the side or bottom) of every page.

* You may choose to supplement the navigation system with a search
function or site map.

Test Yourself

We covered a lot of topics in this chapter. Answer these questions to see if
you've mastered them. The correct answers are in the Appendix.

1. Name some tasks an information architect might be responsible for.

2. Name at least five standard ways information can be organized.

3. What is the most popular organization strategy for web sites?

4. What is an interface designer responsible for?

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of using metaphors in inter-
face design?

6. How is a user scenario different from a site diagram?

7. Describe ways to ensure clarity in navigation.

8. Name two ways to ensure consistency in navigation.

9. Name two advantages to using breadcrumb navigation in hierarchical
web sites.

@ Part IV: Form and Function



