Designing the Visual Experience

In previous weeks of this course, the topics covered have all focused on the creation of projects that meet the user's needs through their features and applications. The user's needs are no less important when it comes to designing the visual experience of the same projects. What follows are few guidelines that will help the designer produce a successful Web site or multimedia piece by tailoring the visual experience to the audience. 

The Cart before the Horse 
A less experienced designer will often start a project by designing its appearance first, and then attempt to force the content, navigation, and other elements to fit into what they have already envisioned. Starting the design before a detailed plan has been created usually results in an inferior project and more than a few major design overhauls along the way. These problems can be prevented by allowing the information gathered in the earlier stages of a design plan to influence how the project will appear. 

For example, the goal of a project should determine how the visual elements of a Web page are arranged. A site that is intended to sell items online would be more effective if the links to the items and the shopping cart were prominently displayed. If the same links were hidden among heavy graphics or other eye-catching elements that distracted the user, the user might be led away from the important links and the visual experience would actually work against the purpose of the site. 

The Layout 
The layout can be thought of as the design of the area that will be presented to the viewer. While planning the layout, the designer works out the visual arrangement of the content and navigation areas on each page of the project. Again, the layout should work toward fulfilling the needs of the user and the elements that are important to the project's purpose should be placed in areas of the page that are easy to spot and conveniently located on the page. 

Making Thumbnails 

One of the best ways to approach the design of the layout is through the use of small drawings called thumbnails . By creating a series of thumbnails that explore different arrangements, the designer can narrow down layout possibilities to the one that works best for the requirements of a project. 

Consistency in Layout 
An important part of effective layout is to use a design that will appear consistent from one section of the project to another. If a project uses a consistent layout, the viewer will know what to expect from on page to any other pages of the piece. They will already know where the navigation is located, where the content is, and how to find what they are looking for. If the layout is inconsistent and each page is dramatically different, the viewer will have to relearn where to find everything each time they navigate to another section. An inconsistent layout can effectively change the goal of the project from communication to a scavenger hunt for information. 

The Style 
The most easily recognized part of any Web site or multimedia project is its look or style. The style can be thought of as the mood or attitude presented by the project and it should reflect its goal. If the purpose of a Web site is to provide customers with the ability to perform online banking tasks, then the style of the site should promote that purpose with a look that encourages trust and gives the user a sense of security about their transactions. A site that is hot pink, uses a whimsical font, and plays hard rock music in the background would probably not give the user a secure feeling about their money. 

While designing the style of a project, it is also important to keep in mind the target audience. Stylistically, what appeals to one group of people may not work well for another. For example, an aesthetic style that is subdued and simple would be appropriate for a project intended to be viewed by business people or stockholders, but the same style would seem plain and boring to younger viewers. 

Another crucial, but often overlooked element of style, is the use of fonts. On page 202 your textbook addresses this and it should be given particular attention. In addition to the information provided in the text, it is interesting to note that one of the most common complaints about Web sites from users 35 and older is the use of certain fonts and their relative sizes. For this group of users, reading smaller or non-uniform fonts can be difficult and frustrating. This problem can be avoided by allowing the needs of the user to influence the stylistic design. 

The Project Looked Great, But… 
One of the pitfalls in media design is the temptation to use such stunning graphics and effects that they overshadow the purpose of the project. The classic example of this is the Web page that has so many animated images and scrolling text boxes that the content is lost in all of the visual activity. Designers should be free to use the media to its fullest extent, but everything has its place. An effective way to approach the use of graphics and effects is the same as the use of content; if it doesn't further the goal of the project then it may not belong in the project. On the other hand, if it doesn't interfere with the purpose of the piece and it will enhance the viewer's experience, feel free to impress them. 

Take away points from the Lecture: 
· Design the user's visual experience as you would any other part of the project 

· Keep the purpose of the project in mind when designing visual elements 

· Design the visual experience so that it furthers the needs of the user 
