Westwood College Online GD241 Lecture

Week 5
Usability & Design
Colors, XHTML, navigation, site maps. Over the past few weeks we’ve gone over the elements that create a foundation for quality Web design. Now, you will be introduced to one of the most ubiquitous terms in Web development today—usability.

In this lecture, we will discuss usability and what it means to Web developers today. For this chapter, we will briefly refer to chapter 27 in your Designing Web Graphics.4 book.

Getting to Usability
Back in the day—the mid 1990s to be exact—Web developers were scrambling to get Web sites onto the Internet. It really didn’t matter if the site had a purpose; there were hundreds of sites going up every day.

Because business leaders did not know the first thing about Web sites, the development and maintenance of Web sites fell to the information technology (IT) professionals. 

Since then, organizations found that if their site was not “user friendly,” people would not come back. Increasingly, organizations had their marketing communications professionals work with the IT professionals. As a result, Web sites became more professional, more user friendly.

During the evolution to user friendliness a term entered the Web professionals’ vocabulary—usability.

Usability Today
Today, Web development teams factor in usability when creating Web sites. Usability takes into account how all the elements we’ve discussed in previous lectures work together to give the user a positive Web experience.

Essentially, usability means developers design Web sites based on how users will access information and functionality (sign-up, feedback forms, etc.). 

Testing
An important aspect of determining usability is testing. When Web developers test a Web site, they are asking a test subject to access the site and provide feedback on issues like:

· How easy it is to use the site 

· How many clicks it takes to access the information they need 

· How long it takes for pages to load

Web developers use the test subjects’ feedback to make adjustments before making the site “live.” 

Working Together
As mentioned earlier, Web design in an organization is the jurisdiction of several people. Business leaders want to achieve business goals. Marketing communications people want to make sure things are said the right way. And Web developers want to make sure users have a positive experience.

Working together, organizations have a much better chance of creating a Web site that achieves business goals.
Creating Layout 

Good Web site layout is essential for conveying the appropriate image and usability for a site. The visitor shouold be able to navigate with ease, which is primarily accomplished with the layout. Layout refers more to the positioning of the elements as opposed to the look and feel. When designing and creating your layout, you must consider the scrolling and positioning.

Scrolling vs. Nonscrolling
Whether a site should scroll or not has been under constant debate in Web site usability. Take the following pros and cons into consideration: 

Pros of Scrolling
1. The design can fit more content on a single page 

2. It makes good use of a mouse that has a scroll wheel 

Cons of Scrolling
1. Less effort is involved in clicking on a link that opens a new page as opposed to mousing over the scrollbar, clicking on it, and dragging it up or down. 

2. Scrollable pages are normally very lengthy and download times typically take longer 

Note: never allow your Web page to scroll left-to-right. Never. It contradicts usability standards and requires more motion than vertical scrolling because the width of the Web page is wider than its height.

Positioning Content
The most important piece of an intuitive design is the position of the content. The visitor should not have to go on a witch hunt for the most relevant infomation on your site. It should "positioned" where it is easy to find. 

There are two positioning items a Web designer should address: 

· the menu, which is traditionally placed to the left or on the top of the page 

· the header, which includes the following: 

1. Company Logo 

2. Banners 

3. Links for globally used functionality, such as the date 

4. Company tagline 

5. Hyperlinks that do not necessarily belong in the menu 

6. Content 

When designing the header, use as much content that can be cached by the browser as possible. This decreases download time of subsequent pages that use the same header since the content is already cached in the computer's memory. If you are creating a header for each individual page, ask yourself "Does it improve or hinder communication?" Also, consider placing your logo in the upper-left-hand corner. Traditional, yes, but it's also effective because 9/10 times people begin viewing a Web page from left to right.

Lastly, consider the positioning of the body of the page as well. In most cases, the prime real estate of a Web site is the upper-left-hand and upper-center sections. Visitors who come to your site at lower monitor resolutions may lose the right side and bottom of a design before anywhere else; therefore, making the right and bottom sections less effective for communicating. 
Developing Navigation 

The menu is a key component of effective Web design. It should be intuitive to the visitor and assist them in finding what they are looking for easily. When designing a menu, keep in mind to design a menu whose items can be easily added, edited or deleted. A complex navigation system can turn out to be a maintenance nightmare if it's too complex to, again, update, add, or delete items.

Creating Consistency
There are three primary flaws a Web designer should avoid when creating the menu: 

1. Moving the Menu: Inside a Web site, it is considered poor design to move the menu vertically or horizonally to accommodate other content that is added to the area. The user should always be able to look in the same area for the same menu(s). In a nutshell, be consistent with the placement of your navigation menu. 

2. Changing the Menu: Once a menu is past the home page, it should not be changed and you should not add items unless pages and/or subcategories are added below parent sections that existed in the original menu on the home page. For example, you can can confuse the visitor by adding a section of one menu and not adding it to the other. The navigation items should be consistent. 

3. Limiting the Number of Menus: A menu provides a convenient way for visitors to navigate around your Web site. Stick with one menu set. For example, do not have a left-hand navigation and another navigation set (or single item) on the right-hand side of the page. Again, consistency is the key. More than one navigation set can often times confuse the visitor. 

Using Text for Menu Items
Creating images for menu items adds to the look and feel of a Web site; however, they often times require a lot of time and work on the designer's end to add, edit, or delete in the future. Text with a rollover image such as the navigation in this lecture is often a good alternative. Text is easy to edit, add, and delete. It loads fast, too!!! 

Deciding Whether to Use a Horizontal or Vertical Structure
A horizontal menu allows you to use the full width of the screen for content and is useful to Web sites that have a lot of information displayed in columns. However, there is only so much room to expand sideways and will require you to add another row for the menu or completely redesigning the site. Another problem is the menu can exceed the viewable area of a visitors monitor with lesser resolution. For example, if your site is designed for 800 X 600 resolution, a monitor with 640 X 480 would lose 160 pixels on the right-hand side of the screen. The vertical menu can be easily expanded because they strectch the page downward, requiring the visitor to simply scroll. 

Allowing Enough Width
Whether you decide to use a horizontal or vertical menu structure, always take the length of the menu items into consideration prior to designing your site. If many of the items are lenghty, the menu may not even fit the width of the screen. Vertical menus also fall prey to this issue, but not as bad. If a menu title is too long, it will either stretch it too wide or wrap to the next line. 

Understanding the Different Types of Menus
There are four "primary" types (not all inclusive) of menus used in Web sites. Each one has pros and cons. Take into consideration: download time, browser support, and maintenance. 

1. HTML text with mouseover: These menus use text with small mouseover images. They are the most practical because they're supported by all browsers, download quickly, and can be dynamic. An example is the navigation in this lecture. 

2. Macromedia Flash: if you want to design really creative menus, then Flash menus are the way to go. You can build graphically animated menus, embed mouse event (rollover, click, etc.) sounds (.mp3 and wav) with relatively fast download times. The disadvantage is that these menus are often times more difficult to maintain and can annoy a visitor if improperly designed. 

3. Image-mapped graphic: This menu type takes one image and integrates clickable hotspots anywhere on that image. The downfall is that most of the images are larger and take longer to download and the code is time consuming to maintain. 

4. JavaScript or Java Applets: These menus expand and contract when the items are clicked. They allow the user to view the entire site by quickly scanning the entire site. The downfall is they are difficult to maintain due to the code intensity and have a sizeable initial download. 

Most importantly, when choosing the type of navigation you will use, consider your target audience.

Designing for Accessibility 

Can the content of your site be obtained and used? In other words, is your content accessible? 

When planning your site, consider "If my visitor has a slow connection, can they read the images before seeing them ("alt" attributes)?" At minimum, be aware of the issues when designing your site. The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) provides a helpful checklist of accessibility issues you, as the Web designer, should consider. Click here for more information 

Designing for Content 

The amount of content in a site usually determines how the site will be designed. Understand your site's requirements before you begin designing. If your site has a small amount of content, the remaining space may be supplemented with images. Vice versa. If the site is content heavy, you should consider using fewer images to minimize the "busy-ness" of the site. Below lists three types of sites you can create based on content: 

1. Low Content: The purpose of a low content site is merely to have a "Web presence." They usually include only basic information, limited content, and more graphics. This does not mean to inundate the page with graphics (remember download time). White space is not a bad thing. A general rule of thumb of the ratio of content to images is around 20% to 80% respectively. 

2. Medium Content: These sites contain a "medium" amount of content so they don't overwhelm the visitor. The content-to-images ratio is approximately 50/50 respectively. 

3. High Content: These sites are all about the content. The amount of images are limited - large images in particular. While images are used, they are generally smaller. 

Speaking Visually
A picture is worth a thousand words, literally, isn't it? Think about how long it would take to actually describe a photograph in words. You could talk about the objects, colors, and subject matter (Who? What? Why? Where? When? How? etc.). However, visual communication involves much more then viewing simple photographs. Practically anything you can view with your eyes speaks to you visually such as books, maps, Web pages, etc. and provides a abundance of information by purely looking at them. 

Designing Web pages goes beyond creating appealing images. Web pages contain specific messages and what one picture means to one person may mean something completely different to another. By implementing visual organization principles, you can deliver Web pages that articulate the message clearly and correctly.

When implementing visual organization principles, remember: 

· The relative position, color, scale, and style of your information should be well planned in order to educate your visitors about your site. 

· Apply your graphic "language" consistently so that your visitors will understand how your site works and what to expect from it quickly and easily. For example, you may have all of your links in the body of your Web pages orange colored and all of your left-hand navigation links a dark green color over a light green background. 

· A consistent graphical "language" communicates the "Where can I find the navigation system?" "Where have I already been in the site?" "What is on this page?" "What will I find if I follow this link?" "How much information exists on this topic?" 

What Belongs on the Home page?
Your Web site should be designed to be efficient and easy to use. The responsibilities of your home page can be grouped into three categories: Introduction, elements, and entrance. See below. 

Introduction
· Describes the site 

· Establishes identity 

· Elements: 

· Descriptive words 

· Logo and tag line 

· Short statement 

· Visual presentation 

Entrance
· Entry - or doorway - to your content 

· Explains what's inside 

· Elements: 

· Navigation system 

· Entries to services 

· Search utilities 

Announcement
· Shows what's new 

· Encourages revisiting 

· Highlights content 

· Elements: 

· Features, news 

· Advertisements (if applicable) 

Before you put it on your home page, ask yourself:
· Is this feature frequently used? 

· How important is this feature to the site's goals? 

· How important is this feature to the site's visitors? 

· Is this feature's use clear, or does it require a lot of explanation? 

Elements that DO NOT help your visitors comprehend your site's message should not be placed on the home page. For example:

· Most intro movies - for example, Flash animation introductions. While some are pretty "cool", they are often times a distraction, take a while to download for those on a slow Internet connection, and can result in losing a visitor. If you insist on having a Flash intro, ALWAYS include a "skip intro" button that is clearly positioned for the visitor to click on if they opt to bypass the animation. ALWAYS! 

· Animated logos 

· Very large images 

· Splash pages 

First Impressions
Make your visitors feel like they belong and that they want to be at your site. Your home page must introduce your visitors to your site and show what makes your site unique. Most importantly, don't forget that a majority of Internet users have a slow connection; therefore, you must consider the download time of your Web pages. Do your research! If your target audience is high-speed Internet users, you may then be afforded most of the higher-end elements for your site. If your target audience is slower speed Internet users, keep your site simple and optimize it for their needs. Your homepage, or "doorway", provides your visitors with an awareness of what's inside your site. 

Remember that first impressions last a lifetime, or in the case of a Web site, allow you to gain, retain, or lose a visitor.
Key Usability Principles - From Steve Krug’s book: Don’t Make Me Think!

1. Don’t Make Me Think! – The first law of usability: Everything about the site should be self-evident to even your next door neighbor who barely knows how to use the back button. Using a site that doesn’t make us think about unimportant things (like the navigation labeling) feels effortless, and increases our enjoyment of the site.

2. How we really use the Web – Scanning, satisficing, and muddling through: When we’re creating sites, we act as though people are going to pore over each page, when what they actually do is glance at each page, scan some of the text (if we’re lucky), click on the first link that catches their interest, and then repeat the process. 

3. Billboard Design 101 – Designing pages for scanning, not reading: Faced with the fact that your users are whizzing by, there are five important things you can do to make sure they see, and understand, as much of your site as possible:

a. Create a clear visual hierarchy on each page

b. Take advantage of conventions

c. Break pages into clearly defined areas

d. Make it obvious what’s clickable

e. Minimize noise
4. Animal, vegetable or mineral? – Make navigation links clear and the labels obvious so users can find what they want by making mindless, unambiguous choices.
5. Omit needless words – The art of not writing for the web: Get rid of half the words on each page, then get rid of half of what’s left. Specifically, happy talk and instructions. Happy talk is empty words such as “Welcome to my site” and your objective should be to eliminate the need for instructions by making everything self-explanatory, or as close to it as possible.
6. Street signs and Breadcrumbs – People won’t use your site if they can’t find their way around it. “And you find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife, and you may ask yourself … how did I get here?” – Talking Heads. Use primary navigation, secondary navigation, persistent navigation, consistent navigation, search features, breadcrumbs and page names (titles). The test: 

a. What site is this? (site ID)
b. What page am I on? (page name)

c. What are the major sections of the site? (sections)

d. Where am I in the scheme of things? (“You are here” indicators)

e. How can I search?
7. The first step in recovery is admitting that the Home page is beyond your control – Think about all the things the Home page has to accommodate: site identity and mission, site hierarchy, search, teases, feature promos, timely content, deals, short-cuts, registration, show the user how to find what they are looking for and what they are not looking for, where to start, and establish credibility and trust. 
8. “The Farmer and the Cowman Should Be Friends” – Why most web design team arguments about usability are a waste of time and how to avoid them: You have to use the collective skill, experience, creativity, and common sense of the team to build a version of the site, then watch ordinary people carefully as they try to figure out what it is and how to use it.
9. Usability testing on 10 cents a day – Keep testing simple so that you do enough of it (task analysis): 

a. If you want a great site, you’ve got to test.

b. Testing one user is 100 percent better than testing none.

c. Testing one user early is better than testing 50 later in the project.

d. The importance of recruiting representative users is overrated.

e. The point of testing is not to prove or disprove, it’s to inform your judgment.

f. Testing is an iterative process.

g. Nothing beats a live audience reaction.
10. Usability testing: The movie – How to do your own testing: 

a. Try the test yourself first
b. Protect the participants

c. Be empathetic

d. Try to see the though balloons forming over their heads

e. Don’t give them hints about what to do

f. Keep your instructions simple

g. Probe, probe, probe (have them talk aloud as they make choices)

h. Make some notes after each session
11. On not throwing the baby out with the dishes – Interpreting the results: 

a. Always consider tweaking first

b. Focus on specifics

c. Tweak, then verify

d. If the problem is deep, bite the bullet and fix the site
