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The Strategic Web Designer
How to Confidently Navigate the Web Design Process
Christopher Butler






“What strikes me about Chris’ book is that he’s like a zoom lens. He can see the wide picture and place it in the context of marketing historically, and then zoom right in to how that might impact how any given business would optimize their “pull” strategies to attract the right kind of clients. His writing is clear, buttressed with research and examples, and drags you in to read the whole book at once.”


- David C. Baker, Recourses


“No one is thinking more clearly or more intelligently about designing for the web right now than Chris Butler. And now, with his new book The Strategic Web Designer, no one is writing more clearly about it either. As always, Chris employs his trademark conversational approach to present some big ideas about planning, optimizing, and designing your site, and offers valuable tips on what trends to look for on the horizon. All of which will make you not only a better web designer but smarter about the web in general.”


- Aaron Kenedi, Editor-in-Chief, Print magazine


“Christopher Butler has created a concise, poetic guide about to how to be strategic about your website work, from planning to prototyping, from measurement to mobile. There are countless resources out there that tell you how to design for the web. But this is one of the few that will help you think critically about how to do it better, and what the future of the web might hold for your practice.”


- David Sherwin, author of Creative Workshop: 80 Challenges to Sharpen Your Design Skills and Success by Design: The Essential Business Reference for Designers


“With this book, Chris introduces a much-needed strategic approach to progressive, bulletproof web design. From the inception of a project to its final release, this book will help you understand the versatile intricacies of the design process, identify common stumbling blocks, and create the solutions your clients need.”


- Vitaly Friedman, Editor-in-Chief, Smashing Magazine




For everyone who loves the web, even those who are a little afraid of it.




Introduction


This book won’t teach you how to build a website. But it will teach you how to think about the web and, in doing so, prepare you to lead web projects from their inception through the ongoing nurturing process every website requires after launch. That’s what web strategy is all about: having a comprehensively informed point of view about the web that enables you to guide a web project intentionally, rather than reactively.


Consider this quote: “A well-trained man knows how to answer questions; an educated man knows what questions are worth asking.”- E. Digby Baltzell


Think about that for a moment. Baltzell’s quote gets right at what I hope is the defining characteristic of this book - what separates it from the ocean of valuable, but inherently different, material about the web that is available to you. Web strategy is a scheme for working on the web, elaborate and systematic (as the Princeton definition for strategy2 specifies), and is born out of a wide and foundational education that includes many things beyond the how-to. But the balance between education and training, or in our case strategy and implementation, is a fine one. No amount of technique will prevent a sudden change in technology from upending your ability to do what you’ve promised your clients you will do. But a strong foundation in web strategy - the principles by which the web, and work on the web, is conceived - will enable you to keep your bearings as the storm of technological change continues to blow over every “inch” of the web as we know it.


As a design student, I was required to complete an initial year of curriculum called “Foundation Studies” before I was able to choose a specific major of study. During that year, the required courses, which carried deceptively basic titles like Drawing, Two-Dimensional Design, and Three-Dimensional Design, provided a survey of an immense field of knowledge and practice. In my foundation studies, I felt I was exposed to far more knowledge on a variety of things that would not be relevant to my major than was necessary. But once I began my specific course work, I realized how essential that exposure was. In fact, I couldn’t possibly have removed one portion of that foundation year; I used every bit of that knowledge throughout the rest of my time in school and continue to do so today, years later. You see, the school laid a foundation for every student that would be as strategically important to them whether they studied painting or landscape architecture. Each department, in turn, laid a similar foundation in its first year and created a structure through which students would gain more and more exposure to specific techniques and practice (as well as individual creative freedom) as the semesters progressed. As many of my classmates would likely say, we learned first how to think about design, then how to do it.


So that’s what this book is all about: learning first how to think about the web and web projects so that you can truly take the lead in the way your clients are hoping you will. Where it doesn’t cover specific techniques, it will point you to the current best resources that will. But fear not: It will cover a great deal.


In chapter 1, we’ll take a big step back and cleanse our palettes with an exploration of what the web is and what it means to do web work. Having done that, we’ll then dig deep into planning and look at the entire web development process in detail in chapter 2. Chapter 3 will introduce us to the real people using our websites and some ways we can better get to know them. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will explore the essential web disciplines: how we organize our websites, optimize their content for searchers and then measure their effectiveness. In chapter 7, we’ll pause to explore content at a high level - what it is, why we create it and how we can do better - before looking at some practical considerations for web content marketing. In chapter 8, we’ll explore mobile technology and its effect on the web before concluding with a look into the future of the web in chapter 9. Finally, the Notes section contains all kinds of information that I encourage you to explore, from references to expansions on points, as well as resources to assist you in further investigations of just about everything covered in this book.




What Is the Web?


Everyone knows what the web is, right? I’m actually not so sure.


In a highly unscientific survey1, I asked around and received a variety of descriptions. Here is a representative sample of them:


It’s a window to the world … through which you can meet people from anywhere and find virtually any piece of information that exists.


It’s a constantly available and accessible answer to almost any fact-based question you have.


It’s a digital network of content.


These definitions, gathered from people within my network (which certainly leans digital), should theoretically be accurate. But as I read through them, it is evident that something is missing. The first one describes the web as a tool that enables us to find answers to questions. On the other hand, the second describes the web as the answer itself. The third removes the distinction altogether. In light of the first two, perhaps the third suggests that web content can be either a question or an answer, depending upon you.


These three descriptions of the web are indicative of the struggle we have with being able to distinguish between what the web is and what the web enables us to do. While some people tend toward one description more than the other, most depend so heavily upon metaphor that their collective purpose - the meaning they are intended to provide - is lost. It’s as if I were to ask for a description of air. I might hear anything from the chemical makeup of our atmosphere to how we’d die without it, but its ubiquity is sure to make a pithy account hard to come by.


So, then, what is the web? Does it have an identity separate from its content, its uses or even the tools we use to access it? Is the web actually something, or is it just an idea?


As a next step, I thought that studying the origin of the web might help to clarify these questions. Here, from his original 1989 proposal2 for the World Wide Web, is Tim Berners-Lee’s description of his intent for the web - what it would be and how it would work:


The WWW [World Wide Web] project merges the techniques of information retrieval and hypertext to make an easy but powerful global information system.


     The project is based on the philosophy that much academic information should be freely available to anyone. It aims to allow information sharing within internationally dispersed teams, and the dissemination of information by support groups. Originally aimed at the High Energy Physics community, it has spread to other areas and attracted much interest in user support, resource discovery and collaborative work areas.


     The WWW world consists of documents and links. Indexes are special documents, which, rather than being read, may be searched. The result of such a search is another (“virtual”) document containing links to the documents found. A simple protocol (“HTTP”) is used to allow a browser program to request a keyword search by a remote information server.


     The web contains documents in many formats. Those documents which are hypertext (real or virtual) contain links to other documents, or places within documents. All documents, whether real, virtual or indexes, look similar to the reader and are contained within the same addressing scheme.


     To follow a link, a reader clicks with a mouse (or types in a number if he or she has no mouse). To search and index, a reader gives keywords (or other search criteria). These are the only operations necessary to access the entire world of data.


Reading what the creator of the web had to say about his creation certainly helps to sharpen my sense of what the web actually is: a collection of connected digital files made freely accessible by the internet and navigable by standard hardware. And yet, Berners-Lee’s proposal still does not provide an entirely complete description of the web. It certainly doesn’t sound much like the web I know. After all, it was written over twenty years ago. Stopping there would make as much sense as assuming the birth account of an infant is still the most accurate description of the adult she has grown to become. That is, unless the web is the same today as it was in 1989. Of course, it isn’t. Not even close.


Coincidentally, one of my younger brothers was also born in 1989. Today, with clear memories of changing his diapers, teaching him simple new things and hearing him learn his first words, I marvel at the man he has become. He is now the almost inconceivably complex result of his genes, the environment in which he was raised, the many people he has known and every piece of information he has ever encountered - not to mention a million other things my simplistic description leaves out. Though not a person, the web is, in some ways, similarly personalized; its present makeup is also the result of a multitude of complexities and personalities. Author E.B. White, in a letter written to inspire the children of Troy, Michigan, to use their new public library, described books as people - “people who have managed to stay alive by hiding between the covers of a book.”3 Indeed, is the web not similarly atemporal, absorbing and storing bits of us one day and changing us the next - not to mention similarly divergent, serving as one’s hideaway and another’s stage? But I digress …


The point is that at the time of this writing, my brother is still an undergraduate student - his career undetermined, his future, largely unknown. He is still just beginning his life. The web is, no doubt, on a winding road to maturity as well. With the same two decades behind it, the web enters a third - just as my brother does - as a very young adult, still assembling an identity largely under the influence of myriad external forces.


Pushing the child-raising metaphor just a bit further, the web, unlike any other child in human history, has been mostly raised in community, given to us by its “father” to shape and nurture together. This makes us just as responsible for the web as is its creator. For better or worse, we bear the full weight of the web’s identity, which also means that the web will be no better, nor worse, than we are. Indeed, looking at the web reveals much of the human experience. Within it can be found the beauty of love, compassion, charity, gratitude, the wonder of creation, inspiration, joy and truth, as well as the darkness of hatred, spite, envy, greed, lust, shame, jadedness, sorrow, grief and lies. No effort to purge it of its dark side will be any more possible than doing so within ourselves, nor will the dark side ever fully eclipse the light. They may, at times, be out of balance, but one will never subsume the other. The web, I believe, will always reflect back upon us our own complex and often contradictory character.


The diverse texture of the web can be felt in the many forms of expression it contains. Just as intimacy with anyone will reveal the capacity for a great many behaviors - both the rash and the considered - the web, as a library of human experience, should not surprise you with what it contains. Books alongside the detritus of archived instant communications, essays and comment threads, laws and local crime reports, scientific studies and pseudoscience, gossip and fact, prayers and threats, manifestos, pleas … and that’s just the text. The images, video and audio are just as varied and extensive. Frank Rose put it well when he described the web as “a chameleon.” In The Art of Immersion, he elaborates4:


[The web is] the first medium that can act like all media - it can be text, or audio, or video, or all of the above … It is inherently participatory - not just interactive, in the sense that it responds to your commands, but an instigator constantly encouraging you to comment, to contribute, to join in. And it is immersive - meaning you can use it to drill down as deeply as you like about anything you care to.


On the whole, the web represents our willingness to explore who we are. Our curiosity and imagination have left behind a frank display of a culture far beyond that which we are capable of individually experiencing.


If anyone asks me what the web is, I will answer with what I acknowledge is a definition that perhaps favors the grandeur of experience over the means by which that experience is possible - in other words, more like the first two examples I shared at the beginning of this chapter than the third. But I do so intentionally, as my feeling is that the technology powering the web is far less important (and certainly far less interesting) than the role the web has in representing humanity. In only two decades, in part due to how quickly it has done so, the web has become the largest and most important cultural artifact in human history.


And yet, to bring things back down to Earth, it is still a work in progress.


Long ago, in 2007 - and believe me, five years is a long time on the web - I read a column by Harry McCracken, the editor-in-chief of PC World, that I have not been able to forget since5. In marveling at the pace of technological change, and its increasing scope of reach across the world, he wrote:


More than any communications medium before it, the web is a permanent work in progress that’s always new.


I’ve probably repeated that line hundreds of times since then - to colleagues and clients alike - in order to impress upon them this truth that we will never be finished. I’ve made it my mantra. And really, this is the central, most profound distinction between the web and almost any other medium in existence, especially from a designer’s perspective. While a printed piece moves in one direction, from inception through design and production to the point at which I can hold it in my hands and keep it, web content moves forward and backward in an endlessly undulating pattern, from idea to implementation, there and back again.


Work that is never finished, that changes everything. Our design thinking, the processes we follow, the way we estimate costs and plan schedules, the promises we make, the way we measure success - every facet of the practice of design looks very different when considered in light of the web. But the fundamentals of design, those truths by which we judge design to be good or bad, do not change. This means that designers, though they may naturally specialize in one form of practice over another, need not feel permanently unqualified for interactive work simply because their primary experience has been in print. In fact, if the web is a permanent work in progress, as I agree with McCracken it is, then no one can be permanently unqualified to contribute to that progress. So, I also like to think of our contributions - our web work - in the same way.


Imagine being a child again, sitting on the living room floor, surrounded by blocks. In your mind is a grand vision for a tower unlike any other known to the world, one that only imagination could realize and wooden blocks can only approximate (though thankfully, you don’t yet know this). You start piling blocks, without any plan other than the picture in your mind and the desire to create. In truth, you’re not exactly building this tower, you’re discovering it, shaping it intuitively as you respond to the rubble around you. And there’s no deadline. You’ve got all the time in the world … That is, until Mom calls you for dinner.


If you’re like me, the artist in you still entertains romantic David Macaulay-esque construction fantasies like this one at the outset of most projects you undertake. You begin them with the wonder of child only to be quickly thrust into the practical realities of adult work plans, personnel, budgets, schedules, resources, deadlines and management. Within minutes of getting started, wonder is often replaced with worry. The dreamer in me might find this a bit sad, but I’ve learned two important things that bring me solace:




	Web projects are successful when practicality and creativity meet in appropriate measure.


	If my whimsy has to take a step back for the sake of the project (which it often does), I’ll always have my living room floor …





Surely you have already learned this lesson, so I don’t need to go on about it much more than to leave it at this: While the web, as I’ve examined it so far, can be a philosopher’s playground, web projects involve far less play and much more ground. They are the result of both an apprehension of the web’s meaning and the covering of the ground of implementation - a complex meeting of design and technology shaped by many people who must work to maintain a common vision. It’s this “complex meeting” idea that could probably use some further elaboration. To do just a piece of that, let me return to the construction metaphor, but with a dose of reality.


If you’ve ever been involved in building a house, you already have some insight into how building a website really works. Before any wood is cut, thousands of decisions are made, from finding land to choosing the knobs on the kitchen cabinets. In between is a wide spectrum of issues that concern many players: the architects, developers, construction workers, interior designers, landscapers and, of course, the customer. With the cost of the design and construction of a house, you’d expect the project to require the focus, diligence and consistency of everyone involved, which unfortunately leaves little room for play. (In fact, experimentation is guaranteed to take most clients from wonder to worry lickety-split.) I think you see where I’m going here.


Web projects are just like this.


Because web technology makes so much room for iteration (unlike building houses), they must be managed even more carefully. A print project makes a significant technological transition from design to production - from the screen to the print shop - which is costly enough to keep it from happening in reverse. But the time-bending, causality-looping, iterative nature of the web allows web projects, on the other hand, to move forward and backward across a narrower technological gap that often makes it too easy to do ad nauseam until, whoops!, you’re way over budget with no real way to reverse the trend. Not good. To be avoided.


As I ruminate on one of the differences between print and web projects, I realize that I run the risk of making working on the web out to be drudgery. I don’t want to do that; I assure you, working on the web is fun. For designers, the need for discipline and moderation is nothing new and is certainly neither a killjoy nor the really interesting thing about working on the web.The really interesting part is in the work - what you’re reading this book to learn more about, I assume. Think about the building analogies I’ve used. Buildings and homes are obviously the results of long, costly and complex processes. But a striking difference is that while buildings can be constructed with almost no direct input from the consumer - few homeowners have much more than a spectator’s role while construction is under way - a good website cannot be built without significant involvement from the client throughout every stage of the project. It is this difference that requires anyone anticipating a web project to be well versed in the process: designers, so they know how to guide their client, and clients, so they know what to expect and how to answer the many, many questions they’ll be asked along the way. That means there is much to plan for and even more to learn.


But before we move into thinking about planning, I want to provide you with one more connection back to matters of purpose. This has to do with the common vision I mentioned earlier, the one to which we must cling as an imperative throughout a project, not just until the vicissitudes of life derail it.


Think back, for a moment, to the last time you unwrapped a fast-food burger (vegetarians, forgive me). Now compare that image - the burger you received - with the way the restaurant portrayed that burger in its advertising and its menu. Are they two different burgers? Probably. Unfortunately6. One is The Burger - a burger on steroids: its bun, a perfect golden brown, smooth edges, evenly coated with sesame seeds as if they rained from the sky; its crisp lettuce and tomato, the most saturated green and red you’ve ever seen; its beef patty, evenly grilled as if by a master chef; the entire thing, sunlit and glistening with the moist anticipation of being eaten. The other, your burger, is the undead - the way you might expect a quasi food to look - resurrected from cryonic preservation and kept on life support by heat lamps before it is consumed under the sickly pale of institutional fluorescent light. The Burger is a promise; your burger is that promise broken.


Maybe the comedown from The Burger to your burger doesn’t surprise you. On the contrary, you have probably come to expect disappointment from products produced en masse. Unfortunately, you are not alone. Our low-level, day-to-day state of jadedness induced by the ubiquity of insincere marketing - the kind that blinds us to what otherwise would look like satire, deflating the hilarity (and then, outrage) that should ensue from broken commercial promises - makes experiencing surprise and delight in the world that much more rare. I don’t think it’s put too strongly to say that cynicism is the gravity that you are working against in every project you undertake. The antidote is authenticity. It is proven when a product or service actually delivers on its promises, and it is possible. After all, is it not extraordinary that some brands profit by cooperating with our cynicism? And I do mean cooperate: Our willingness to eat disappointing burgers is complicity; by consuming, we enable the spread of disappointment.


With the bitter taste of disappointment still on your tongue, I want you to now consider your web project - the one you’re anticipating or even the one already in process. Are there promises within your vision that you suspect you may break? Holding firm to a clear sense of motive will naturally moderate your inclination to overpromise, whether that is to yourself, your superiors or your client. The other tool you’ll have at your disposal - reality - should even more strongly manage your expectations and guide your planning. I’ll cover this (in great detail) in the next chapter.


Knowing why you’re building a website seems simple enough, doesn’t it? But you’d be amazed to know just how often web projects reach significant milestones only to fail to launch because their purpose wasn’t as clear as everyone assumed. Depending upon your level of involvement in the project - whether you’re working on your own website or one for a client - you have the opportunity and responsibility to ask this question again and again. Directed at one’s self, it will regularly exercise a healthy scrutiny and provide balance to your subjectivity. Inviting your client into a culture of questioning sets a powerful precedent early in your relationship, affirming your strategic role and provoking thoughtful engagement with them, rather than order taking at the beginning and finger pointing later. So, a mantra for you: Purpose at inception, and thereafter.




Planning Web Projects


I don’t have to know much about your web project to guess that its timeline is all wrong. In my experience, web projects always take longer than they are expected to - not just because of avoidable delays (there will be some), but because they simply need more time than they are given. So, first things first: You might as well slow down. You’re going to need some time at the outset to think this thing through, identify the right goals, plan a process that will facilitate them and allow time to do the work itself. Oh, and let’s not forget time for testing before launch. Lots and lots of testing.


Most web planning is reactive, prompted by an upcoming date by which the new website should be launched, otherwise … well, that’s a good question, actually. Otherwise, what? The anxiety brought about by a looming date - that trade show coming up, for instance - can set in motion an extraordinary push to get the house in order. But anxiety is, without question, an unhealthy catalyst for a complex web project and a poison for one already underway. Often the rationale is that an anticipated event will bring throngs of discerning and expectant visitors to your door and the current website is just not fit to be seen. And it may very well not be. Of course, little thought is given at this point to the alternative - that a rushed replacement might be far more unfit to receive guests than the current site.


It is often at this point - after the decision to rebuild is made and anxiety well set in - that those tasked with the new web project are brought into the discussion. The conversation tends to go something like this:


Boss: “We need a new website, and it needs to be live by January 1.”


You: “…”


It’s actually not much of a discussion, is it? Even more troubling is that these New Year’s resolution pronouncements tend to be made far too late to have any hope of satisfying anyone’s expectations. I’ve heard plenty of them, though: They begin as November news, turn into December desperation and settle at January just-get-it-done - a painful phase that tends to last for many more months, making failure the status quo. By then, though the big event that got the ball rolling in the first place may have long passed, the stress remains. No matter what the new deadline becomes, it’s not likely to change the outcome: the launch of a mediocre (at best) website. Haste makes waste.


But back to November. As you made your way back to your desk after that meeting, you probably wondered when planning for that event (let’s call it a trade show - it’s always a trade show) had really begun. Probably long before November, right? Things like trade shows take much longer than two months to plan; not only do many of the details have to be worked out far in advance - things like facilities and vendors - but so do the invitations. So why did the decision to launch a new website come so much later?
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