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Praise for Above the Fold First Edition


“One of The Best Books Available On The Web Design Process


Brian clearly put a lot of thought and careful consideration into the structure, content and flow of the book. It’s well done. I’ve been building websites for 4 or 5 years now and this is the first book I’ve found that does a good job of walking the reader through the entire thought process of planning and creating a structured strategy for designing websites.”


– Published on Amazon.com on April 28, 2011 by Steffan Antonas


“Web Design Demystified


“Above the Fold” provides everything that you need to build a strong foundation for a successful web site.”


– Published on Amazon.com on March 28, 2011 by Ted A. Dobbs


“I’m glad I started here


Brian Miller gives a sensible and well thought out approach to web design. As a person who is interested in getting into this field I found this book a great place to begin my journey. He links all the steps to be successful at web design. The talent and skills must be your own, but if your looking for a tool to focus existing talent into a career in web design this book is an excellent place to begin.”


– Published on Amazon.com on August 24, 2011 by JStein


“Fantastic guide


Above the Fold provides you with the fundamentals required for a successful digital experience. Anyone who is looking to promote themselves or business using digital media marketing tools should own a copy of this book. As Brian Miller thoroughly demonstrates, principals of design very much apply to each of your digital properties. Thank you, Brian for an extremely comprehensive guide of an ever changing landscape. While technology will continue to change, principals of effective design do not.”


– Published on Amazon.com on March 10, 2011 by B. Crosland


“Great for budding Devs


If you’re into the web and building sites then this, IMHO, is a must read. Brian Miller took his time and laid out the fundamentals of web development and design ehre in a concise and accessible manner. you don’ need a lot of technical acumen or programming prowess to get what he’s writing about and you’ll come away with a much greater understanding of the how’s and why’s of dev/design.”


– Published on Amazon.com on April 20, 2013 by Frater Zion


“A Useful and Easy Guide


Miller has written here the perfect handbook for a student looking to learn more about web design or a small business owner trying to spice their site up an increase traffic. It’s all here, discussions about the web itself, about how people use it and read different sorts of pages, discussions about the usability of a site and how that affects its design and vice-verse, a checklist of things to do before your site goes live and of things to have as it grows and thrives, everything you could need to know about web design.”


– Published on Amazon.com on April 3, 2012 by A Student of eCommerce


“A must have for web designers


Brian Miller does a great job of introducing people to the Art & Science of Website Design. This book is an excellent introduction and overview of Website Design, but is also packed with great information for old timers as well.”


– Published on Amazon.com on September 11, 2011 by Hugh
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Illustration of Brian Miller by Abigail Zambon





For many years, students of graphic design studied the subject in the context of printed material (advertising, brochures, logos, books, magazines, newspapers, etc.) with the goal of creating a fixed and permanent product—ink on paper, paint on a wall. That is all changing. More recently, students studying graphic design do so with no intent of creating a piece of printed material. This book is for those students.


This book is also for those who have been practicing print design for many years and are looking to bridge their skills over to the Web. For you, there are portions of this book that should sound very familiar, but there will be other concepts that will go against what you’ve worked so hard to achieve as a print designer—letting go of exact color matching, smooth type rags, and avoiding the dreaded widow!


The fundamentals of clear, hierarchical graphic communication have not changed for hundreds, if not, thousands of years. There are universal principles that govern the success of a message being seen and being consumed effectively by a particular audience. But the medium matters. Above the Fold is a book about those enduring graphic design principles, but with the added nuances and specialties that digital communication brings.


This book focuses on the design of Web sites—more specifically, communicating a message using the medium of the Web. Many students of Web design, and many other publications on the topic, tend to mix technology (coding) and design into one big hodgepodge. This is a mistake and can be a barrier to entering the field for many people. Coding is an art form unto itself, requiring years of study and skill development, much like design. While it is important to understand the basics of the coding required to build a site, it is ambitious to believe that a single person will have the creative acumen to design a site as well as the coding prowess to develop the same site end to end.


This is very similar to print design, actually. It has always been important for graphic designers to understand the printing process—the effects of various types of varnishes or how certain paper affects the ink, folding, and binding techniques—but it has not been necessary for print designers to run the press. Although there are boutique print shops owned by very talented designers, the majority of pressmen are specialists in the field of printing. They understand that being an expert printer requires dedication, as does being a designer.


A few words about the title


Some of you may have investigated and/or purchased this book based on the title in the hope that it has the often-debated answer to the question, “Should I put all my content above the fold?” It is my hope that it will broaden your thinking on the subject. There is no one right answer to that question, but this book will provide you with the framework for effectively laying out a Web page based on the goals and objectives of your client.


The phrase “above the fold” reminds us that there are both close similarities and vast differences between print and Web design.
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The term above the fold comes from the newspaper industry. There was a time when newspapers where sold en masse on the street corner to passersby. As people raced by from one location to another, the top of the front page of a newspaper needed to grab their attention and compel them to purchase the paper. In that case, it was very important to have the information on the top half of the front page be the most relevant and interesting.


For the Web, there is a similar paradigm where the viewable area of a Web browser only exposes a portion of most Web pages. The term above the fold was adopted by Web users to describe this phenomenon. Unlike newspapers, however, where almost every one was sold in a mass-market format, Web pages are viewed at different paces. Even pages within the same site are viewed differently—the home page tends to need to grab someone’s attention faster than an interior page, as an example.


So why title the book Above the Fold? Good question. Above the fold is a phrase that reminds us that there are both close similarities and vast differences between designing for print and designing for the Web. It represents the link between what has been done for hundreds of years and what is new in the field of design.


Design can be defined as a series of decisions that lead to the optimal outcome for a particular need. Placing content above or below the fold on a Web page is one of those decisions. It is my hope that the content of this book will aid you in making this as well as many other important design decisions that lead to clear and effective communication on the Web.




INTRODUCTION TO WEB DESIGN


There’s an old legend in the world of football that says Vince Lombardi, head coach of the Green Bay Packers, started every season with a speech to his players about the game of football. He began the lecture by holding up a football and saying, “Gentlemen, this is a football.” He proceeded to describe its size and shape, talk about how it could be thrown, kicked, and carried. Then he’d point down at the field and say, “This is a football field.” He’d walk around, describing the dimensions, the shape, the rules, and how the game was played.


This is the Internet


The message from the two-time Super Bowl-winning coach was simple: to truly be effective at anything, one can never forget the basics. This simple demonstration stripped away the complexities of the game and reduced it to its essence. In doing this, Mr. Lombardi refocused his team’s attention on what was truly important about succeeding at the game of football.


Taking a cue from Vince Lombardi, I’d like to conduct a similar exercise for you: Turn on a Web-enabled device (PC, laptop, tablet, mobile phone, etc.), open the Web browser of your choice (Safari, Chrome, Firefox, Internet Explorer, etc.), type in the address of your favorite Web site, and behold—this is the Internet. The Internet is a series of interconnected computers, called servers, that enables companies, brands, organizations, governments, religious groups, and individuals to share information on a worldwide scale in real time. The World Wide Web, or Web, for short, is actually only a portion of the Internet, which also includes all aspects of computer-to-computer communication like email, messaging, and file serving, just to name a few.


When an Internet user types the address of a Web site into his or her Web browser, the device transmits a signal to a server, and the server responds by sending bits of information back to the computer. This information includes images, raw content, and instructions for the computer to reassemble the layout, called markup (the M in HTML). The computer then takes that information and configures the files based on two things: the markup and styles that came from the designer/developer, and the preferences and limitations of the Web browser and device itself. When a device reassembles a Web page that it has received from a server, the following factors influence exactly how that page appears on the screen.
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CONNECTION SPEED


The connection speed is the speed with which a computer or device can connect to the Internet and download the assets required to build a page. This has been an on-again, off-again issue through the years. The first computers to connect to the Internet did so with modems that used phone lines, which were very slow, causing the need for “light-weight” pages—pages created mostly of text and color, with few images. Then came DSL and cable modems, making high-speed Internet possible, and Web page design evolved to include large amounts of imagery. Enter the cell phone, and people began browsing the Web with slower connection speeds, until Wi-Fi and high-speed mobile connections evolved. While the connection speed of a user browsing a site won’t have a direct effect on how a site looks, it will definitely have an effect on the person’s experience of the site.


[image: ]


SCREEN RESOLUTION


Not to be confused with the screen size in inches, resolution is the dimensions in pixels measured horizontally and vertically on a screen. Most desktop monitors range from 800 pixels wide by 600 pixels high to 1024 pixels wide by 768 pixels high. Tablets have similar resolutions, while mobile devices can be as little as 320 pixels wide. Because of this dilemma of differing screen resolutions, designers and developers created the idea of responsive design. Discussed further in chapter 3, responsive design displays different layouts for a single Web page in response to the screen resolution, making it possible to maximize legibility and usability regardless of the size of the screen the content is displayed on.
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OPERATING SYSTEM


The type of device and version of the operating system (OS) the audience is using to browse a site can have an effect on how a site is seen. The number of operating systems has increased over recent years. Instead of focusing on Macintosh versus Microsoft Windows, designers and developers now have mobile platforms to contend with—iOS (Apple), Windows Mobile, Android (Google) and to some extent Blackberry. A primary difference between operating systems is how typography is handled, including the fonts that are available natively and how smoothly the fonts are rendered. Chapter 6 takes an in-depth look at typography.
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WEB BROWSER


The primary Web browsers used today are Safari, Chrome, Firefox, and Internet Explorer, both desktop and mobile versions. A Web browser is an application whose function is to receive layout and styling information from a host and display that information on screen. Because these are different applications developed by different companies, they all interpret this information slightly differently. Added to this, the language that makes up Web styling—cascading style sheets, or CSS—is always evolving; therefore, Web browsers are constantly updating to keep up with the latest styling attributes.


Designing for the Web


To complicate matters, beyond these inherent system-based influences, individual user preferences also can affect the way a site looks. In this image we see the “Content” preferences in the Firefox Web browser. These controls allow a savvy Web user to change the fonts, the minimum size for type (this is an accessibility feature for users with impaired vision), the colors used for links, and even whether links are underlined. In some cases, these user preferences can even override the design decisions a designer has made for a page.


It is this aspect of disassembling a design and allowing the user to reassemble it under a varying set of circumstances that makes Web design a unique and challenging form of design. These unique factors create added limitation considerations, and new possibilities, for the designer. Dealing with these factors and the potential issues they can cause in the clear communication of a message or a brand image requires a specific process.
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This screenshot of the preferences panel in Firefox shows how users can change how specific characteristics of Web design appear on their screen.





Limiting subjective decisions and being creative within those limitations is the essence of what all designers do.


The influence of the Web browser on Web design can be seen clearly in the following timeline. As the browser evolved, so did the sophistication of the design treatments for Web pages. Also evident on the following timeline is the uniquely Web idea of “publish, then polish.” For many Web-based organizations, like the ones in the timeline, getting something online is more important than getting the perfect thing online. This can be very counterintuitive for print designers, who are used to meticulous perfection prior to any public consumption.
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Most organizations have Web standards like this one for Yale. They spell out the dos and don’ts of everything from typography and color to image use and grid structure. These rules help define the creative decisions made by a Web designer and ensure brand consistency.





A Brief History of Web Design


Web 1.0 (1993 – 2002)


1993
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Mosaic, the first consumer Web-browsing application, is released


1994
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Yahoo.com launches


Image of Microsoft.com from 1994


WC3 is formed to standardize HTML


Netscape Navigator Web browser is released


1995
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Amazon.com launches


NYTimes.com launches


CraigsList.org launches


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer versions 1 (August) and 2 (November)


1996
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CompuServe changes its name to Lycos.com


Cascading style sheets (CSS) introduced


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer version 4


1997
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DrudgeReport.com launches


Image of Apple.com from 1997


Ebay.com launches


Netscape Communicator replaces Netscape Navigator


1998
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Google.com, founded by Larry Page and Sergey Brin, launches


1999
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Napster.com, a peer-to-peer file sharing Web site, launches


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer version 5, which allowed users to save Web pages for the first time


2000
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Craigslist.org expands beyond San Francisco (originally launched in 1995)


Google Adwords launches


Netscape version 6 is released


2001
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Wikipedia.org launches


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer version 6, which included support for CSS


2002
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Friendster.com launches


Netscape version 7 is released


A Brief History of Web Design


Web 2.0 (2003 – present)


2003
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MySpace.com launches


WordPress blogging software is introduced.


Apple releases the Safari Web browser


2004


[image: ]


Facebook.com launches


Flickr.com launches


Mozilla Firefox Web browser is released, which utilizes the Gecko layout engine to display Web pages


2005
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YouTube.com launches


2006
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Twitter.com launches


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer version 7, which introduced tabbed browsing and a content feed reader


Mozilla Firefox version 2 is released with tabbed browsing


2007
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Apple introduces the iPhone and mobile apps


Netscape Navigator version 9 is released


2008
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Candidate Web sites and social media play a pivotal role in the U.S. elections


Mozilla Firefox version 3 is released


2009
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Microsoft launches Bing.com to compete with Google


Microsoft releases Internet Explorer version 8 with improved support for Ajax, CSS, and RSS


2010
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Twitter.com is used to organize and mobilize relief efforts in Haiti following the devastating earthquake.


Mozilla Firefox version 3.6 is released


2011
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Pinterest.com launches


2012
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Vine.com launches
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Above the Fold focuses on the three phases of a Web project—planning, designing, and optimizing—with each phase aligning with the constituents of a Web site: the user, the designer, and the client.
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Plan


The first section of Above the Fold explores the steps that are required to plan out a Web site. Planning is not unique to Web design, of course, but there are some unique considerations a Web designer must be aware of in order to avoid common pitfalls. Even the simplest of Web sites can be defined as an application with a unique set of utilities that need to be manipulated by the user. Identifying the requirements of this application, including the goals of the client, is a great first step for any Web project. The resulting requirements document can be referred to throughout the entire project to create success factors to be used to evaluate the project in the end.


Another benefit of this planning stage is that it helps designers break up large tasks into manageable smaller tasks. Mapping out the relationships between large amounts of complex information or detailing the flow of a particular user task are examples of things that should be addressed prior to beginning the design phase in order to make sure they’re getting the attention they require.


In addition to having a plan, Web designers need to have a contingency plan—a backup plan that allows for user variables.


The collection of these plans is called User Experience Design, or UX. Designing the experience that’s right for the target customer (in addition to what we traditionally think of as graphic design—styling, typography, and imagery) is critical to being a successful Web designer. It’s the criteria by which each of the samples shown in this book has been judged. They go beyond looking good: they look good, they work well, and in many cases they add an element of delight to the experience. It’s also the criteria that the Web-browsing population uses to determine how successful a Web site will be.


Take twitter.com, for example. It’s unlikely to win a traditional design award, yet it’s undeniably and profoundly popular. Twitter’s popularity is largely due to two main things: It’s a simple idea—telling your friends what you’re up to—executed simply, with an emphasis on user interaction. It is a utility that lets users have enough control over the experience to make them feel as if they’re expressing themselves, but not so much control that the experience becomes overwhelming or intimidating. This is all a direct result of excellent planning and user experience design.
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Design


The second section of Above the Fold looks at the specific attributes of Web design and layout. To explore the subject of design for any medium, it’s important to define the term design. At its most basic, design is a plan. Things that are said to have happened “by design” are said to have happened not by accident.


A finished design is simply the result of a series of decisions made by a designer to uphold a specific brand image and communicate a message. Each decision a designer makes leaves him or her open for subjective criticism, and therefore, many designers find it helpful if their decision set is limited in some way—by brand guidelines, client requests, or self-imposed limits. Limiting subjective decisions and being creative within those limitations is the essence of what all designers do.


The Web as a design medium comes with several built-in design decision limitations—from color accuracy to typographic control to page size. Successful Web designers embrace these limitations and find ways to be creative within them, instead of trying to circumvent them. Section II of Above the Fold explores the aspects of graphic design (space use, typography, imagery) in the context of the limitations and opportunities that Web design offers.


Design is about having a plan. Web design is about having a backup plan.
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Optimize


The final step in the Web design process, as well as the last section of Above the Fold, is the analysis phase. Analysis can begin with the product itself—the Web site that was created in the design phase. This testing, or beta, stage can help uncover issues with the digital product prior to launching the site to the public.


Once the site is launched, how will your users find it? Section III looks at two ways of attracting visitors: search engine optimization (SEO) and Web marketing. SEO is not a sexy topic. It involves research, copywriting, and networking. But it is paramount to the success of a site. Marketing is very sexy—social, viral, guerrilla. It is these concepts of SEO and marketing that bring users to a site and ultimately lead to its business success.


Finally, Web design offers an unprecedented opportunity to analyze and adjust a design based on detailed, real-time information. Improvements to the design or usability of a site can be done on the fly with no limits to the number of changes that can be made. Analytic software, such as Google Analytics, provides countless pieces of data that help a designer understand the habits of the users of a site.


Each of the topics in Above the Fold, from planning and design to marketing and analysis, can be researched in much greater depth than what is presented here. It is also equally important to take in the breadth of these principles. They are interconnected; too great a focus on one area over another will result in a less than successful product. Planning, designing, analyzing, and back again to planning is the complete and necessary cycle for successful and long-lasting Web strategies.
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