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A new fa d  is 
sweeping the 
web world a t 
the moment, 
and it is 
u g ly ...

Frames to the left, 
frames to the right...
A n e w  fad  is s w e e p in g  the  w e b  w o r ld  

a t th e  m o m e n t, a n d  it is u g ly . W e  
h a v e  seen  q u ite  a fe w  fads o v e r  the  

past fe w  years , and  w h ils t  so m e can  e n h a n c e  
th e  e n d - u se r 's  e x p e r ie n c e , th is  o n e  ra re ly  
does. Y et, s tran g e ly  en o u g h , m o re  a n d  m o re  
s ites in s is t o n  w ra p p in g  u p  th e ir  s ite  in 
fram es. Fo r th e  u n in it ia te d , fram e s  a re  used  
to d iv id e  y o u r  w e b  b ro w se r in to  d iscre te  se c ­
tions, d is p la y e d  a ll in th e  o n e  b ro w s e r  w in ­
d o w . Ea ch  fra m e  c an  d is p la y  a u n iq u e  htm l 
d o cu m e n t , a n d  in v a r ia b ly  o n e  o f th e  fram es 
has a n a v ig a t io n a l  p a n e l th a t  c h a n g e s  th e  
c o n te n t  o f  a n o th e r  fram e , d e p e n d in g  u p o n  
th e  s e le c t io n .

T h e  c u r r e n t  fad  in v o lv e s  p u tt in g  a 
s c ro lla b le  fra m e  w ith in  an  e n t ire  fram e , so 
tha t the  user has to  n a v ig a te  w ith  e le m e n ts  
on  bo th  s id es  o f th e  p re d o m in a n t  w in d o w .  
T h is  lead s to  p ro b le m s  if y o u r  w in d o w  c a n ­
no t b e  m a d e  la rg e  e n o u g h  to  d is p la y  a ll o f 
th e  fra m e s  w ith  c o n te n t, a n d  th e  re su lta n t  
sc ro ll bars a p p e a r  to  fo rce  th e  user to  sc ro ll 
from  tex t-b lock  to text b lo ck . A  c la ss ic  e x a m ­
p le  o f th is c a n  be fo u n d  at a n u m b e r o f c o n ­
fe re n c e  s ites : o n e  s ite  e v e n  h ad  a sp o n so r 
lis ting  in a s c ro lla b le  w in d o w ,  w h ic h  w o u ld  
not h a v e  p le a se d  the  ta il- e n d e r at a ll.

T h e re  is a b s o lu te ly  no  reaso n  these  d ays  
to  use fram es, an d  tests h a v e  sh o w n  that u s­
ers c a n n o t  fo l lo w  th e  lo g ic a l n a v ig a t io n  e le ­
m ents  p re se n te d  in su ch  a fo rm at. A d d it io n ­
a lly , m ost w e b  b ro w se r  so ftw a re  has tro u b le  
in p ro p e r ly  id e n t ify in g  fra m e  sets, thu s  
th w a rt in g  a ttem pts b y  users to  b o o k m a rk  re l­
e v a n t m a te r ia l, o r fo rw a rd  a U R L  to  o thers. 
U se rs  w ith  s m a lle r- th a n - n o rm a l m o n ito r  
screens a lso  h a v e  tro u b le  w ith  fram es, in that 
the  fram es o ften  d o  no t fit o n to  th e  p ix e l-d e ­
p r ive d  e n v iro n m e n t  o f a P a lm  P ilo t, o r W A P -  
e n a b le d  p h o n e . In short, f ra m e d  p ag es b e ­
c o m e  te d io u s  a n d  c lu m s y  to in te ra c t  w ith .

T h e  m e re  fa c t  tha t U R L  id e n tif ie rs  stop  
w o rk in g  w h e n  u s ing  fram e s  sh o u ld  be c o m ­
p e llin g  e n o u g h  fo r d es ig n e rs  to  a v o id  th em  
lik e  th e  p la g u e . A  p ro m in e n t  lo c a l  fram e- 
b o u n d  w e b s ite  (b e lo n g in g  to  a f le d g lin g  e n ­
e rg y  c o m p a n y )  re q u ire s  th e  lo a d in g  o f six 
se p a ra te  h tm l p a g e s  ju s t to  se e  th e  m a in  
sc ree n  —  an d  if y o u r  m o n ito r  is not c a p a b le  
o f d is p la y in g  1 0 0 0  h o r iz o n ta l p ix e ls  a cross  
y o u r  s c re e n , th e n  th e  in fo rm a t io n  m ust be  
b ro w se d  b y  c o n s ta n t ly  s c ro ll in g  a cross  and 
d o w n . U s a b i l i t y  p ro b le m s  a re  c o m p o u n d e d  
w h e n  tex tu a l in fo rm a tio n  is sca tte red  across 
th e  fra m e se ts  —  in v a r ia b ly  th e se  w e b s ite s

fa il to a c h ie v e  a n y  le ve l o f d is a b ility  u s a b il ­
ity (c h e c k  h ttp ://cast.org/bobby/ to test y o u r  
fa v o u r it e  w e b s it e 's  ra t in g ), a n d  in m a n y  
cases  e v e n  s im p le  n a v ig a t io n  is m a d e  v e ry  
d if f icu lt  b y  s p r in k lin g  in fo rm a tio n  a ro u n d  a 
w e b  b ro w s e r  w in d o w .

O n e  re co g n ised  fa ilin g  o f fram ed  pages is 
the  in a b il i t y  to  b e  a b s o lu te ly  c e r ta in  w h e n  
p rin tin g  that the cu rren t fram e  has been  id e n ­
tified  a n d  se le c te d . N o r  is it a lw a y s  assu m ed  
tha t th e  e n t ire  set o f fra m e s  c a n  b e  p r in ted  
together, resu lting  in a loss o f o ften im p o rtan t 
data . In d eed , m a n y  p rin ters a re  e ve n  in c a p a ­
b le  o f re p rese n tin g  h o riz o n ta lly - sc ro llin g  text 
on  p a p e r  at a ll.

B u t  e v e n  w ith  th e se  issues b e in g  w e ll-  
k n o w n  a m o n g s t the  w e b  c o m m u n ity  (an d  a 
fe w  m o re , su c h  as th e  in a b il i t y  o f m a n y  
se a rch  e n g in e s  to  id e n tify  an d  lin k  p ro p e r ly  
to a p a g e  w ith in  a fram e se t, a n d  th e  p ro b ­
lem s a sso c ia ted  w ith  users o p e n in g  n e w  w in ­
d o w s  w ith  f ra m e  subsets, as h ap p e n s  w h e n  
w o rk in g  w ith  m u lt ip le  w in d o w s ) ,  m o re  an d  
m o re  e x a m p le s  a p p e a r  d a ily . S o m e  a re  lu d i­
c ro u s , so m e  a re  la u g h a b le ,  a n d  so m e  a re  
d o w n r ig h t  u se r- u n fr ie n d ly . A ll  h a v e  u n ­
d o u b te d ly  im p ressed  th e  c h ie f  e x e c u t iv e  o f 
the c o m p a n y  to  su ch  an  ex ten t that the  d e ­
s igner has b e e n  g ive n  the  g o -ah ead  to c a r ry  
on  —  reg ard less .

W h a t  is m issing  in a ll o f this is the m e ch a ­
nism  fo r real users to p ro v id e  fe e d b a c k  and  
fo rce  ch an g es  if requ ired . T h ere  are  w eb s ite s  
that m ake  the  p ro ce d u re  o f o ffe ring  fee d b ack  
s im p le , and  th e re  are  tho se  that d o  th e ir  ut­
m ost to p reven t fee d b ack . If you  get stuck  in 
s e a rch in g  fo r a c u lp r it  to send  c o n s tru c t iv e  
a d v ic e  to, the re  is a lw a y s  'w e b m as te r@  [d o ­
m ain  n a m e ] ',  w h e re  '[d o m a in  n a m e ] ' m ay  be 
substituted w ith  the d o m a in  in question . A nd , 
b e lie v e  it o r not, yo u  m ay  fin d  tha t the 
w e b m aste r is q u ite  re sp o ns ive  to co n s tru c tive  
co m m e n t. I h ave  been  p leasan tly  surprised  by 
a n u m b e r o f q u ite  m a jo r  w e b s ite s  (bo th  in 
A u s tra lia  and  o ve rseas ) that h av e  re sp o nd ed  
ve ry  q u ic k ly  to co m m e n ts  abou t the p ra c t ic a l­
ity of a ccess in g  certa in  pages. Readers m ay  be 
surprised  to h ear that e ven  the m a jo r c o rp o ra ­
tions c an  act q u ic k ly  in response to such  a p ­
p ro ach es  —  but in so m a n y  cases th e y  h ave  
s im p ly  not tested  the ir site on a d ive rse  p o p u ­
lation o f users. Th is is often in m arked  contrast 
to print m ateria l, te lev is io n  advertis ing , or b ill­
boards, w h ic h  is e x te n s ive ly  re sea rch ed  and  
tested p r io r  to  b e in g  la u n ch e d  on  an u nsus ­
p ec tin g  p u b lic . ■
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