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Web Design (1)

Simple tips to achieve an uncluttered layout and
maximum usability

by HairyDog
Plain Words' Web Designer

The layout and design of a website plays a central role in its success.
You might have a great product or service and strong copy to promote
it. But poor layout and design will frustrate and confuse your visitors,
prompting them to leave your site within minutes or even straight away
- one look and they’re gone!

This is understandable. They’'re busy. What’s more, reading from a
monitor screen is not nearly as relaxing as reading a newspaper in an
armchair. So you need to make it easy to access the information you
offer. The best way to do this is to use layout and design to highlight the
most important aspects of your site. That way they can choose what
readers want to find out about and generally navigate your site without
getting lost and confused.

Much as it is tempting to show off your creative prowess as an
innovative designer, unless the readers are comfortable, and the layout
meets their expectations, the site has failed to work.

“Z” Pattern

A basic understanding of how the eye/brain works is helpful when
planning the layout of your pages. People tend to scan web pages (and
magazines and sales letters) to weigh up whether they want to read
them in full or not. Studies show that when scanning a web page the
human eye moves in a “Z” shaped pattern. The eye starts its journey in
the upper left hand corner of the page, moving horizontally until it
reaches the upper right hand corner. From there, it descends diagonally
towards the lower left hand corner. When it gets to the middle point of
this diagonal descent (the centre of the page), the eye will take one of

two possible routes:

1. It will continue to the lower left hand corner, then sweep
horizontally across the page to the lower right hand corner. Once
at this final destination, the brain processes everything that the
eyes have seen - and decides whether or not to read the
information in full.
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2. Or the eye will cut diagonally down to the lower right hand
corner - without paying attention to anything in the lower left
hand corner. Then when the eye reaches the lower right hand
corner, the brain processes what the eye has seen.
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Here are three basic layouts that work well with the “Z” pattern...

1. Classic - Two Columns With Header:

Header: Website Name/Company Logo
Optional Horizontal Navigation
| home | about us | contact |
Vertical
Navigation Body Text & Graphics
Column
home
about us
contact
Newsle_tte_r Optional Footer Navigation:
Subscription
Box | home | about us | contact |

This design works very well for information sites. It is the standard
layout for magazines, which most readers will be familiar and confident
with. The important aspects of your site (newsletter subscription box,
navigation buttons, etc) can be placed strategically along the “Z” pattern.
You can put your site navigation both in the left hand column and in the
header bar. Use this as a template for all the pages on your website and
your visitors will never lose their way. This layout also looks good at
different screen resolutions, so there won’t be a problem if any of your
visitors are using a monitor with a 640x480 resolution.

The downside of this layout is it is very popular - so you'll have
difficulty making your pages look unique. There’s also a temptation to
clutter the navigation column - to throw in all your special offers or best
snippets of information. This tends to confuse readers and is best
avoided.
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2. Three Columns With Header

Header: Website Name/Company Logo

Optional Horizontal Navigation:
| home | about us | contact |

Vertical
Navigation
Column

home
about us
contact

Newsletter
Subscription
Box

Offers & Info

50% off all
software - one
week only!

Customer
Testimonial

“Your Beginners’
course on C++ is
the best

around!”

This is an ideal layout if you've got a lot of information to display. The
added column on the right allows you to display your special offers or
customer testimonials all the time, without cluttering the left hand
column, which is usually used for navigation. You can make the most of
the “Z” pattern by strategically placing important information near the
top of the right hand column. A sub-headline advertising a discount on
a specific product or service would work well here. And, like the first
example, you can put navigation controls in both the left-hand column

and in the header.

The main pitfall of this layout is the temptation to cram so much
information into your page that visitors are overwhelmed. A lot of
websites do this and lose visitors. This design doesn’t work that well on
monitors with a 640x480 resolution - the centre column can become too

narrow.
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3. One Column With Header

Header: Website Name/Company Logo
Optional Horizontal Navigation:
| home | about us | contact |

Body text and graphics

Order Now!
Optional navigation

| home | about us | contact |

A lot of Internet marketers use this layout for their online sales letters. In
fact, that’s a reason to avoid it! Often their letters are lengthy and the
reader has to scroll a long way to read the full message. If suitably
impressed, they can then hit the “order now” button at the end of the
letter.

This style of web page is very linear, but is very effective for selling one
product (like, say, an eBook or an item of software). Because there are no
visual distractions, the prospect (potential customer) is able to focus on
the sales message and weigh up whether to buy or not. Everything they
need to know is there and presented in a logical, step-by-step fashion -
with no links and visual gimmicks vying for attention. Tests done by the
top Internet marketers show that online sales letters work best on their
own page without clutter.

Navigation is very limited in this page layout. Site links can go in the
header bar or at the end of the page. But these sites rarely have more
than two pages - the second page being the Order Form.

The main drawback of this layout, however, is it lacks visual appeal -
which means there’s a temptation to include large graphics and use
garishly bright colours. But this simply serves to make the pages look
amateurish.

Any questions or comments about web layout and design, contact
feedback@plainwords.co.uk

One of a series of free articles from www.plainwords.co.uk W L ’KI Tl @
wjo|rI[D][s]



mailto:feedback@plainwords.co.uk

Plain Words — The Big Picture

Technical Writing & Course Development

Planning, writing and producing Help systems, HTML, on-line material,
traditional manuals. Designing and writing bespoke courses for your products
and services, whether tutor-led, CBT or e-learning. Presenting ‘train the trainer’
or end user courses.

Specialist Search & Selection

Helping you to recruit permanent or contract documentation staff:

e Technical Authors & Editors e Documentation Managers e Instructional Designers

e Trainers e Copy Writers e Bid & Proposal Writers
¢ Localisation Specialists e Project Managers * Web Content Developers
e Information Managers e Project Coordinators e Knowledge Managers

Writing Skills Training Courses

e Structuring & Writing Reports e Designing & Writing Technical Documents

e Designing & Writing Help Systems ¢ Indexing On-line & Printed Material

e Writing Winning Bids & Proposals e Estimating & Planning Technical Documents
o Writing Effective Letters & Emails o Writing for the Web

Bids Consultancy & Training

Bidworker, a division of Plain Words, is dedicated to providing bids consultancy and
training. Writing, editing and formatting of bids and proposals. ‘How to Write Winning Bids
and Proposals’ training course. Plain Words own bidworker™ software to automate much
of the process of compiling proposals.

Catalogues

Plain Words catalogueworker™ enables you to create high quality printed or online
catalogues in minutes. This is a simple and speedy way to create large catalogues that
would otherwise need to be built, fully typeset and formatted. It also caters for multi-
currency, multi-languages and different discount schemes.

Publicity & Copywriting

Inject selling power into your communications with Plain Words’ advertising and PR
services. Writing or editing sales copy, web content, articles and newsletters. Publicity
campaigns and promotion via the media or through your website.

Other Services

Graphic Design ® Printing ® Localisation & Translation

Technical Writing = Training =« Search & Selection =« Bids Consultancy

Call us on +44 (0)1635 202013
©Plain Words Limited 2004. All rights reserved.

"Excellent service, highly
skilled authors. All deadlines
have been met!"
Giovanni Calamida, European
Patent Office
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