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  WORD FROM THE AUTHOR




  Cataloging web design is a dangerous business that starts with a few obvious topics and soon leads to hundreds of categories and thousands of samples. This book represents two years of just such methodical activity. Inspired by the work of Steven Heller in his book Genius Moves: 100 Icons of Graphic Design, I searched for inspiration in modern web design patterns by creating the website Design Meltdown. The result of this experiment exceeded my expectations. The inspiration I found in these random groupings snowballed into the book that is before you today.




  To say that it is a challenge to create a current book about the web is an enormous understatement. By the time this book is published, countless samples will have changed while others will have disappeared completely. This is to be expected. In fact, it is the web’s continuous growth and change that appeals to many web designers and keeps the industry exciting. The irony of such change is that it creates an endless need for resources like this book.




  I like to think of this book as a snapshot in time. It captures the web as it exists in 2008, showcasing the very best we have to offer at this time. The inclusion of certain topics and the exclusion of others reflects the status of the industry and will hopefully serve as a reference point in years to come. I like to think that web design, like print design, can be nostalgic, and that old styles can return from the grave to find new life. The industry has gotten to a point where it is truly respected as a legitimate platform for commerce, and more interestingly, design. As a result, the quality has improved immensely. I hope we do not look back on this era’s web design with disdain—as we sometimes do the earlier years of the Internet—but instead appreciate the works that have been created and allow them to re-inspire us to shape the future.




  —Patrick McNeil, July 2008
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  SITES BY TYPE




  

    




    Blog




    Forum




    Event




    E-Commerce




    Free Script




    Church




    Personal




    Design Firm




    Photography




    Portfolio




    Web Hosting




    Web Services




    Web Software


    


  




  The selected site types presented in this book barely scratch the surface of possibilities. In fact, one could easily create an entire book based on the cataloging of sites by their industry or purpose. The selection of topics here, such as web services, software and the ever-present need for web hosting, serves to represent some of the most active segments of the online world. From portfolios and blogs to church sites, these categories showcase some of the finest sites in each segment, and effectively capture exciting new areas of development right now.




  BLOG




  An entire book could be written on beautiful blog design, so it seems absurd to present only a few examples here. Unfortunately, the scope of this particular book requires me to limit these examples to a few incredibly beautiful ones. The biggest challenge for blog designers is to create a fresh, new design that isn’t stuck in a basic blog default template.




  One design pattern that works well is to highlight the most recent post on the homepage so it stands out. A remarkable example of this is North x East. This beautifully crafted blog essentially has the title of the most recent post displayed prominently in the main banner. This is one of the most distinct and effective implementations of this particular style. It appeals to repeat visitors by making the most recent post easy to find. Instead of facing the overwhelming task of choosing from a list of interesting titles, even new users are encouraged to dig deeper on this site by starting with the suggested post.




  Another nice example of the highlighted post is on Veerle Pieters’s blog, which displays the most recent post on the left and a list of previous posts next to it. A short excerpt, a date icon and a large title all help to set the highlighted post apart. Another nice feature of this blog is that it focuses more on the categories of the posts than the order in which they were written. This topic-oriented organization suits the site’s content and readers. This is a subtle distinction, but it is certainly different from the default configuration of most blogging engines.




  Yet another example of this approach is Eleven3. The primary brand of the site takes up the majority of the screen when the site initially loads. What follows is standard blog content, except that, again, the newest post is emphasized. This unique approach meets the traditional needs of a static sales-oriented site with the fresh content of a thriving blog.




  The final twist on this pattern is to display the full content of the most recent post. Design 2.0 does this. Users can easily read the new content without having to click past the homepage. Interestingly, this minimal approach is perfectly aligned with the overall minimal style of the blog.




  Ultimately, the goal of blog design is to capture new visitors while rewarding repeat users. Creating an easy-to-consume design is a key piece of the puzzle. Making a distinct and beautiful design is certainly another. These samples have done both.
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    http://veerle.duoh.com
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    http://northxeast.com


  




  

    

      [image: ]

    




    http://www.eleven3.com
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    http://design2-0.com
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    http://www.jrvelasco.com
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    http://www.obeattie.com
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    http://contactsheet.de
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    http://tatteredfly.com
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    http://bottledsky.com
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    http://www.ashhaque.com/blog
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    http://www.quicksprout.com


  




  FORUM




  Forum design can be difficult. A balance must be struck between the need to be unique and the need to meet user assumptions about how forums function. It is clearly a bad idea to disorient visitors by changing the standard forum layout too much. However, the forum will not stand out in the default design and layout, which is anything but beautiful. Some forums need to stand out more than others, but all forums need to be easy to use. Most forum applications are loaded with features that users don’t need or understand. The designs selected for this chapter have reduced the forum to its most critical elements while managing to produce beautiful sites.




  Of these samples the Designs Advice forum stands out the most. It sticks with some of the traditional interface elements but still manages to brand the system effectively. Most of the extra, unneeded items have been removed. This cleans up the site and makes the wealth of information it contains far easier to consume. The site successfully balances the need for a unique brand and a user-friendly format.




  The price of success is more success. How can an effective forum design stand the test of time and thousands of posts? What happens when it contains so many posts that no human could ever consume them all? This is precisely the problem that Designers Talk faces. At the time of this writing, this general forum has over seventy thousand posts. On top of this, it contains over twenty-five different forums. The key to this forum site’s success is how the design cuts through the clutter by suggesting a hierarchy of information. Instead of presenting a ton of elements with the same weight, the designers made the important elements more noticeable. Because of this, it is surprisingly easy to scan the long list of forums to find one of interest. Once inside a forum, the layout is amazingly clean and easy to read. Again, skimming for a topic of interest couldn’t be easier. Together, reasonably sized text and a bold color create the user-friendly interface.




  One of the biggest potential pitfalls of any forum design is going with the default skin. Most forums contain too much information. Let’s face it—if a forum is reasonably active, will anyone care what the last post date was? Assume that users want to read something, and help them find topics of interest by creating a design that is easy to dive into.
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    http://www.designleague.de
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    http://www.designerstalk.com/forums
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    http://haveamint.com/forum
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    http://www.creativeireland.com/forums
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    http://www.typophile.com/forums


  




  EVENT




  The main obstacle that event sites face is that they have two audiences: those who want to attend a show and those who want to perform in a show. The importance of each type of audience varies depending on the event. Some events have a predetermined schedule of speakers, while others, like art shows, recruit participants. I suppose it comes down to this: Do the people in the show pay their way in, or are they paid to be there?




  The most obvious way to make a successful event site is to think literally. As with any site, it is wise to brand it to the appropriate demographic. Sites like Future of Online Advertising have made great efforts to appeal to young, hip web owners. Its trendy green, blue and brown palette shows that the firm is in touch with web trends, which communicates the fact that it does, indeed, know the future of online advertising. Of course, the list of featured speakers communicates this as well, but the design has its impact first, making it critical.




  Another major obstacle that the event site faces is that it inevitably becomes outdated. It is usually clear when a site will become obsolete, and this tends to hinder committees from lavishing it with funds. This makes the extraordinary designs in this category even more impressive.
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    http://www.futureofonlineadvertising.com
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    http://2007.dconstruct.org
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    http://markandvelma.enews.org


  




  

    

      [image: ]

    




    http://www.nyisff.com
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    http://www.eurobands.us
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    http://www.starlighteventdesign.com
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    http://www.expo-canada.com
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  E-COMMERCE




  Few of us will ever get the opportunity to work on an e-commerce site the size of Amazon. There are many medium-sized e-commerce sites that employ developers, but ultimately the most potential for creative and beautiful presentation lies with small, niche sites.




  Large sites tend to die in committees, where groups of people determine how things will work and look. In many ways this is great. Amazon certainly has a distinct look, is accessible and has some advanced features, but it has a bare-bones functional design.




  Small e-commerce sites present an awesome opportunity to focus on the product and market. Consider Amazon, whose customer base includes just about anyone using a computer. They sell books, music, computers and even groceries. That is an extremely broad market. Now consider a site like Loop De Lou. Because they have a small niche of products that a specific demographic will be shopping for, they can create a much more focused design that addresses the style expectations of the market. The fashionable design will likely appeal to people who are shopping for custom stationery.




  This opportunity to create a focused marketing plan is empowering. It is easier and more fun to design within constraints. Too little focus leaves you floundering for a direction that is universally appealing. Whether your market is teenaged girls or retired seniors, embrace your demographic and capitalize on what appeals to them.




  Tools like Yahoo! Store and eBay make it all too easy to use a default template. In most cases, however, the effectiveness of a site is directly related to the effectiveness of its design. These samples all rise above the rest and stand as superb inspiration for what can be accomplished on an e-commerce site.




  Amid all this fun and exciting branding, it is important to remain ever-mindful of the customer. Above all, an e-commerce site should have a clear purchasing process. Nothing kills an e-commerce site like a confusing checkout process. A careful blend of branding and practicality is what makes these sample sites outstanding.
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    http://www.loopdelou.com
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    http://www.paper-cloud.com
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    https://store.purevolume.com
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    http://www.junglecrazy.com
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    http://www.bloomingdirect.com
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    http://www.lloydfarms.com
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    http://www.concretehermit.com
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  FREE SCRIPT




  It is simply incredible how much work people will put into giving things away. All of these sites offer killer sets of tools at the low, low price of absolutely nothing. You would hardly believe this is the case when looking at these sites. It seems like there must be some sort of string attached, but amazingly there isn’t.




  It is really cool to see how seriously people take the tools they have created. They present them on beautiful sites in a way that elevates the tools to a higher level. Presentation has a huge impact on how something is perceived; good presentation enhances the expected quality of an item. Why does this matter? The community benefits from the hard work of these free script site designers, and I imagine the designers view this as a way to give back to all the people they have learned from.




  Free script sites need a pretty wrapper to attract developers. Quite simply, most people judge a book by its cover. If a site for some JavaScript library is hacked up with nasty ads, it is probably safe to assume that the site’s lack of self-respect points to a junky code. However, if a beautifully designed site is devoid of ads, it is likely that the owners genuinely love their product and are gladly giving it away.




  One interesting thing to note is that any call to action seems to be of secondary importance on these non-commercial sites. Instead, they focus on explaining what their products do. Take the videoMaru site, for example. The product demo takes precedence over the download link. In any case, the work put into these sites is simply an example of the work put into the code itself.
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    http://www.flashden.net/videomaru
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    http://www.mochikit.com
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    http://www.swfir.com
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    http://script.aculo.us


  




  

    

      [image: ]

    




    http://www.tubatomic.com/revolver
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    http://www.prototypejs.org
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    http://www.labsmedia.com/clickheat
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    http://yurivish.com/yshout
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  CHURCH




  The level of quality found in these church sites is rather impressive, especially considering the fact that few volunteer organizations have such wonderful sites. And this is just a small selection of the dozens of spectacular church websites. It is always nice when passionate individuals apply their talent to benefit low-revenue or pro bono sectors.




  What fascinates me about these examples is how the personality of each church site reflects the personality of its members. A church, like any organization, has to sell itself. Using its site design to connect with its target demographic is an effective way to do this. Sure, a church is typically open to anyone, but it tends to attract like-minded people. When a church’s website clearly reflects its members, it effectively connects with the people who are most likely to stick around. In the business world this is called customer retention, but it seems brash to apply traditional business terms to religion, even if it is in the business of saving souls!




  My point is that church web design is about more than being trendy. It is about connecting with the heart of the organization and presenting it accurately and attractively. This is not so different from any other website, but the purpose is just a little more obvious and necessary.




  A great example is the Vintage Church site. It has an expressive, hip and, dare I say, cool feel. The landing page alone reflects a church that is rooted in modern aesthetic, which leads viewers to assume that the church practices modern worship and preaching. In contrast, Northstar Church has a far more conservative site. I don’t know anything about this church, but its site seems to be geared towards young families. My point is that a website reflects personality. Designers are in control of this and must use appropriate imagery, color and style to reflect the church accurately.




  

    

      [image: ]

    




    http://vintagelawrence.com


  




  

    

      [image: ]

    




    http://www.northstarchurch.cc
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    http://www.kaleohouston.com
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    http://rooftop.org/
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    http://www.launchachurch.com
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    http://www.elevation.cc
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    http://www.parkviewbaptist.net
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    http://www.nwoods.org
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  PERSONAL




  The personal site could also be called the ego site since it is hard to assemble one that doesn’t feel a bit egocentric. Essentially, these are sites that contain information about an individual. Often they combine a typical portfolio with other information about the owner such as a personal blog or photos. Many personal sites seek to advance the individual’s career, but others contain an excess of personal information just for the sake of putting it out there for family, friends or fans to consume.




  Regardless of their purpose, personal sites communicate a lot more about an individual than basic portfolio or resume sites. Expanding the site to include other information gives visitors a glimpse into the individual’s life. This can be great from a business standpoint if a potential recruiter views and likes your site. No recruiter would admit to hiring someone for trivial reasons, but connecting with someone’s personal interests has powerful sway. If nothing else, the recruiter can see that the individual is a living person beyond his or her wicked CSS skills.




  Next Big Leap nicely demonstrates an extended portfolio style that includes extra personal information while maintaining its professionalism. Certainly the site’s emphasis is on the individual’s job qualifications, but additional information has been included for a more personal look inside the individual’s life. Remember that potential employers will likely see the site, so make sure it portrays you in a positive light. Next Big Leap does just that.
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    http://www.nextbigleap.com
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    http://www.toddalbertson.com
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    http://www.mubashariqbal.com
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    http://www.rommil.com
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    http://www.kadlac.com
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    http://www.tunnelbound.com
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  DESIGN FIRM




  Deciding how to brand and design for a company that brands and designs for other companies is perhaps one of the most perplexing design problems. There is no right or wrong answer to this problem, as long as the company’s message is communicated accurately. That being said, most designers facing this dilemma go for either über-clean or mega-branded style.




  In über-clean style, the creative goal is to make the site as simple and minimalist as possible. The company’s work samples or studio process should not be overpowered by extraneous graphics, color variations or other design distractions. This method usually results in an abundance of open space, concise navigation, clean crisp type treatments and minimalist color palettes. A great example of this is the Medusateam site. It’s crisp, to-the-point, easy to navigate, and allows the work to shine. The design firm’s portfolio takes precedence, and this is a good approach considering the quality of their work.




  Mega-branded style establishes a presence through unique brand delivery. The idea is not only to display the studio’s capabilities through the work samples and core messaging but also to create a memorable experience that reflects the studio’s character with a little “wow factor.” Creative firms use this style as their playground to strut and show off a little. The client majority doesn’t want or need this type of site, but a mass of bells ‘n’ whistles accompanied by a highly conceptual brand that is two steps beyond the norm has curb appeal. The goal is to shock and awe its audience. Clients should be blown away, so much so that they can’t imagine any limit to the design firm’s abilities.




  It is surprising how often conservative clients are attracted to creative studios with highly branded, experimental, over-the-top websites. There seems to be a higher level of comfort and confidence that comes from hiring a design firm with an impressive “wow factor.” Don’t underestimate the power of building a memorable brand site for your studio. It may attract just the right attention.




  There are many options when designing for a group of designers. As we all know, we’re our own toughest critics. Just keep in mind what you want visitors to take away from the site. Do you want the site to focus on the firm’s outstanding work and process? Or do you want to convey a little more about the firm’s character by making a lasting impression that is more memorable than the work samples contained within the site?
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    http://www.unleadedsoftware.com
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    http://www.growstudio.co.uk
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    http://www.openfieldcreative.com
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