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One o f the more 
encouraging 
trendd to emerge 
orer the pact year 
hao been the 
advent o f 
‘common
elementd ’ o f either 
navigation or 
dtructure in 
webdite dedign...

The demise of the web designer
In the process of in terv iew ing  cand idates 

for w eb  d eve lop e r positions, it is a lw ays  
interesting to d iscover em erging attitudes 

tow ards the 'bells and w h istles ' approach  to 
w eb  design. I suggest 'em erg ing ', because 
the cand idates that m ake it to the shortlist 
are invariab ly young, fresh from university or 
e lsew here , and full of ideas about the future 
of the w eb.

Invariab ly  some candidates trip up w hen 
asked about fram es ( inCite, Ju ly  2000) and 
proceed to describe how  frames are the best 
thing since sliced  bread or plastic corks. Yet 
in the real w o rld , it is am az ing  to observe 
how  so m any (from w eb  deve loper to ch ief 
execu tive  officers and m anag ing  d irectors) 
create websites that u tilise frames and pon ­
derous g raph ics, w ith o u t rea lis ing  that 
search  eng ines w ill traw l these pages and 
send users to pages w ith  no navigational e l­
em ents at a ll. O f  course, the hap less C E O  
w ill be u naw are  of the problem  because in 
general there are too few  C EO s  using the 
w eb  —  but there is no excuse for the w eb  
developer.

A no ther question that raises cand idates ' 
eyeb row s is one of styles, and style sheets. 
S ty le  sheets (or C SS  —  cascad in g  style 
sheets) are an attem pt to a llo w  greater co n ­
trol of the 'look  and fee l' of a g iven  w ebsite 
through the im p lem enta tion  of e ithe r s ite ­
w id e  or page-specific styles. The intention 
w as to g ive  w eb  d eve lop e rs  the ab ility  to 
d ictate the colours, fonts, sizes and position­
ing of all e lem ents on a g iven w eb  page. In 
theory, this is a w onderfu l thing for design­
ers. H ow eve r, in practice , it fails m iserably 
—  in m any instances. W h y ?  Because w hat a 
designer w o u ld  like you to see is not a lw ays 
congruent w ith  w hat you w o u ld  like to see. 
For exam p le , I b row se  the w e b  w ith  style 
sheets turned off —  pages load faster and I 
can see the text in a font and size that is suit­
ab le for me. W ith  style sheets off, some sites 
(in c lu d in g  N etscape , b e lie ve  it or not) are 
a lm ost im possib le  to v ie w  and  navigate. 
Sty le  sheets, w hen  bu ilt w e ll, can do w o n ­
derful things to the look and feel of a w e b ­
site. H o w eve r, it is ex trem ely  rare for w eb  
developers to create a com prehensive  set of 
style sheets that degrade g racefu lly  for those 
of us that are either incapab le  of, or m erely 
w ish to avo id , stylesheets. I

I w as asked the other day w h y  w e  do not

u tilise  style sheets on A L IA n e t. The s im p le  
answ er is that style sheets are an im position, 
just like untagged g raph ics (I w ill revis it 
untagged g raph ics in a future a rtic le ). This 
im position forces users of a w ebsite  to v ie w  
it through the designers eyes, w ith  scant re­
gard for the users preferences. For exam ple,
I v ie w  w eb  pages through my browser w ith  
9-point G en eva , a font sp ecifica lly  designed 
for screen rend itions —  and at a size (9- 
point) that is com pact and able to fit the most 
in fo rm ation  onto  a g iven  screen w ith o u t 
scrolling endlessly. The fact that others in this 
o ffice  are in cap ab le  of read ing com p uter 
screens w ith  anyth ing less than 14 point type 
is an ind ication  that w e  are all different, and 
have different needs. I also have a preference 
for sans-serif fonts, w h ich  are m ore-easily 
rendered on screen c le a r ly  than the ve n e r­
ab le  defau lt T im es or T im es N e w  Rom an 
(both of w h ic h  w e re  never in tended to be 
d isp layed  on com puter screens, but I digress 
here).

A ll of this paints a p icture of little 
progress in the 'b e lls  and  w h is tles ' depart­
ment. Certa in ly, the rush to dep loy new  w eb  
browsers w ith  n ew  features on the desktops 
of the w o rld  has s lo w ed  d ram atica lly  o ve r 
recent years. And  plug-ins to enhance or pro­
v id e  specific  features have also dropped off 
in popu larity  —  so m uch so that m any users 
s im p ly  do not bother to app ly  plug-ins b e ­
cause of the time and effort required to install 
them  (not to m ention  the registration p ro c ­
ess).

But it is not all b leak. O n e  of the m ore 
encourag ing  trends to em erge over the past 
year has been the adven t of 'com m on  e le ­
m ents' o f e ithe r nav iga tion  or structure in 
w ebsite design. M ost good sites now  contain 
few er or sm aller graphics, more stream lined 
navigation , or search engine tools that actu ­
a lly  w ork  —  or a com bination  of all of these.

The success of most enduring sites over 
the next few  years (I hesitate to suggest a 
longer tim e frame) w ill be measured by how  
much others cop y  the same elem ents of de­
sign, and offer the same method of navigation. 
Eventually , one cou ld  safely predict that all 
major websites of a certain genre w ill all have 
the same 'look and feel'. This bodes w ell for 
the end-user (from information professional to 
casual user) but is p robably not such encour­
aging news for the w eb  designer! ■
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