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Introduction:


Since its founding in the early 1990s, the World Wide Web has gained increasing popularity.  Studies now indicate that the use of the Web has doubled in the past few years, with users viewing close to 42 pages per sitting, as opposed to only 21 in 1997, and 14 in 1995 (Cockburn, 7).  With Web users increasingly viewing more and more pages, companies are trying to give their Websites exciting new looks by employing Web designers.


Those who wish to begin a career in Web design must generally have expertise on a variety of languages such as HTML (Hypertext Markup Language), Java, JavaScript, and sometimes even a knowledge of CGI (Common Gateway Interface) programming languages such as Perl and C++, which handle the behind the scenes processing of forms that users fill in on Websites.  Added to this, there is sometimes a need for Database knowledge as well.  Expertise with SQL (Structured Query Language), ASP (Active Server Pages), and other database technologies are sometimes required for a position in Web design.  Web design, however, has changed in the past few years with more and more tools that are used to automate the process of creating a site from scratch, and while knowledge of the abovementioned languages used to be requirements for writing a Website, this has been challenged by WYSIWYG (What You See Is What You Get) software programs such as Microsoft FrontPage, Macromedia Dreamweaver, Allaire’s Homesite, and many others, which make it very simple to create Web pages without any Web expertise at all.  Graphics programs such as Adobe Photoshop, JASC Paint Shop Pro, and Macromedia Fireworks have also made it very easy to create professional looking graphics for Websites.  With all of these available tools, one would be inclined to think that anyone could be a Web designer.  This, however, is generally not the case.  As in most professions, especially in the computer realm, just because one possesses knowledge about how to do a task does not necessarily mean that he/she should do such for a living.  People have been creating personal Websites for years.  Browsing directories such as Angelfire (http://www.angelfire.com), Yahoo!Geocities (http://www.geocities.com), and other personal Web spaces, will show their attempts at staking their own personal claim on Cyberspace realty.  It is evident however, that there is a vast difference between these personal sites mostly done by amateurs, and those created by Web designers with an expertise in this area.  It would appear that these so called experts possess a knowledge that others do not possess in the areas of page layout, content placement, graphics design, and the like; a knowledge that might seem somewhat mysterious to those who nonchalantly create pages for their own personal use.


This is a study of the process of designing a company Website from the ground up by two Web designers.  Its purpose is to shed light on the aforementioned mystery, seeking to better understand how a Web designer creates a Website seemingly ex nihilo.  This study yields an interesting slant on the process of Web design by looking at it through the eyes of two designers, which have experience in the field of architecture and claim that this background influences their design skills.  As a result of this study, I found that Web design is influenced by personality and subject background, and that it is logo and color scheme based.

Literature Review:


For this study, I began by perusing sites that claim to offer help for Web designers.  There are currently many sites on the Web that provide tutorials on HTML, JavaScript, graphics design, and many other similar topics.  Sites such as HTMLGoodies (http://www.htmlgoodies.com), WebMonkey (http://www.Webmonkey.com), and similar sites, that provide walkthroughs on learning various aspects of Web design, or tools that designers use.  These sites, however, give Web designers the tools to use and explain what can be done without actually giving instruction on how they should be used.  Here’s an example of just such a tutorial on HTMLGoodies that demonstrates how to use heading tags in HTML:
Heading commands are used extensively in HTML documents to, you guessed it, create headings! How novel. 

There are six (6) heading commands: <H1> through <H6>. <H1> is the largest and <H6> is the smallest…
Heading commands create nice, bold text, as shown above, and are quite easy to use. It's a simple H# and /H# command. However, they do have one annoying trait. They like to be alone. (Burns)
It should be painfully obvious to the user that such a tutorial only shows how an HTML tag works, rather than explaining how they should be used.

There are a few sites that also show what not to do to design a Web page, for instance, Web Pages That Suck (http://www.Webpagesthatsuck.com).  Here’s an example of typical text that one will find on this site, and those like it:

What's really pretentious is the Web design technique that comes in two variations -- and I used Variation #1: "The Animated GIF on a Black Background." When the animation stops, you can either click on the image (mine's a textual image -- it can be a graphical image) to go to the "real" home page or if you don't click, the <META> "refresh" command automatically takes the viewer to the next page. Variation #2 is the same, but it's just a regular image or imagemap, not an animated GIF. I've removed all the links and the "refresh" command so the page doesn't lead anywhere. (Flanders)

This particular site shows examples of poor Web design and explains to the Web designer what not to do.  I have not, however, seen a Website yet that shows what should be done, or shows the process of Web design from site inception to posting on the Web.  

In addition to Websites, there are also many books that have been written on Web design, such as those by Jakob Nielsen, or O’Reiley.  It has been my experience with this type of literature, however, that basic guidelines are presented as lists of dos and don’ts, and that often these are very broad with little to no applications accompanying them.  The following excerpt is from a paper on Web design and illustrates my point of merely providing guidelines:

Structure information so that it is meaningful to the user.  A structure that makes sense to the user will often differ from the structure used internally by the data provider.  Different user groups may need different interfaces…

Use a consistent page layout. (Bevan)

One can see that these guidelines are very broad, with little specific instruction.

No book that I have read, nor Website that I have seen has to date has provided someone interested in Web design with an in depth look at the process of Website creation.  With this study I will make an attempt at doing this.

Background:


I am a master’s level student in computer science at Auburn University, focusing on the area of Web design and usability.  For this reason, I thought that this study would be helpful to me in my future course work, as well as aid me as I pursue a possible career as a Web designer.  I have created Websites in the past, both on a personal, as well as a professional level.  I am entering this study with knowledge of HTML, and JavaScript, as well as some knowledge of the Adobe Photoshop graphics program.  I have also had a general course in user interface design.  As I stated above in my literature review, I do not believe that the literature currently available on Web design offers adequate information on the process of developing Websites.  Other than these biases, I seek to keep an open mind in this study and report findings that will help other Web designers, beginning or otherwise, as well as myself, gain a better understanding of the overall Web design process, and thereby aid in the improvement of skills related to this area. 

Methodology:


This study is being conducted for a grade, as the final project for FOUN 7970: Special Topics in the Foundations of Education: Case Study Methods in Qualitative Research, at the request of Dr. Nirmala Erevelles.  It is a qualitative case study of two former Auburn University students with architectural backgrounds, who are now either part-time or full-time Web designers.


This study takes a phenomenological view of Web design, focusing on the process of creating a Website from scratch having merely general criteria of what a company would like on its Web space.  According to Merriam, the purpose of a phenomenological study “is to depict the essence or basic structure of an experience,” (16).  This study of an experience can also be extended to include the study of a process.  This latter type of research, the study of a process, is the approach that I will be taking in this case study.  I seek to more fully understand the abstract process of Web design, and hope to gain a more concrete grasp on the logic used during this process to design layouts, graphics, etc. on a professional basis.

A qualitative case study design was chosen for this study namely because it is a requirement for my grade, however, there are several aspects of Web design that do not lend themselves to quantitative analysis, and for this reason it is a good choice for the study.  Patton states,

[Qualitative Research] is an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a particular context and the interactions there.  This understanding is an end in itself, so that it is not attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand the nature of that setting – what it means for participants to be in that setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks like in that particular setting – and in the analysis to be able to communicate that faithfully to others in that setting…The analysis strives for depth of understanding. (1)

For this case study, I seek to do this, to actually walk a mile in the shoes of the two subjects I have chosen to study, and to see Web design from their eyes to deepen my own understanding of this topic.

A multiple case study design was used to examine two Web designers.  Merriam describes a case study as “intensive descriptions and analyses of a single unit or bounded system such as an individual, program, event, group, intervention, or community [emphasis in original] (19).  This is a case study in that it involves a look at a bounded system, namely the phenomenon of designing a professional, corporate Website.  It is also bounded in that I chose to look at a unique case of two Web designers, which have an architectural background.  However, I chose to separate my overall view of the phenomenon of Web design and focus on each individual subject as a separate case.  That is why this is a multiple case study.  Merriam defines a multiple case study as a “type of study [that] involves collecting and analyzing data from several cases, and can be distinguished from the single case study that may have subunits or subcases embedded within,” (40).  With this study, I have collected interview material and documents from each subject, which I treat as a separate case, and then compare the similarities and differences between these two subjects in my findings.

Information was collected from the subjects in the form of unstructured interviews and document analysis.  Kvale defines an unstructured interview (or open interview in his terminology) as one “where specific themes are in focus but without a predetermined sequence and formulation of questions,” (127).  During my interviews, I questioned the subjects on topics such as their Web design background, some of the guidelines they follow in the development of their Web pages, what the central focus of their attentions were, etc.  I had, prior to the interview, formulated some questions that I asked, but I also asked questions that developed from the responses of those being studied.  Here are some of the questions that I posed to the subjects:

· How long have you been in Web design?

· How did you get started in it?

· What tools do you normally use to create your pages?

· Suppose a company hires you to design their page.  What would be some of the first steps you would take in the design process?

· What issues are at stake in designing graphics?

· What guidelines do you generally follow in your Website design?

Other questions were asked when necessary to gain more insight on a subject’s particular response, or to go further in depth in discovering an answer to a particular question.  I held one interview with each subject, and both of the interviews lasted approximately one hour each.


For the document analysis, I chose two Websites from each subject interviewed.  Since I am studying corporate Website design, I chose pages which most reflected this goal, and had a professional look to them.  In the case of Cyque, I chose a page he had designed for a local realtor, as well as one he had created for a consulting agency.  In APK’s case, I decided on a church Website that he had just recently designed, as well as one of his own personal sites that had a professional look to it.

 I transcribed the interviews myself, and wrote detailed descriptions of the documents mentioned above.  On the documents, I took special care to look for the issues that the subjects had raised in their interviews.  Having prepared this information for analysis, I scanned the data for recurring patterns and themes, and coded these themes according to grounded theory.  Grounded theory is described by Merriam as follows, “since the theory is grounded in the data and emerges from them, the methodology is called grounded theory,” (190).  Merriam goes on to state that grounded theory begins with categories.  In my research, two separate categories emerged from the data: Web design as influenced by personality and background, and logo and/or color scheme based design.  The first category provides an abstract application to Web designers, whereas the second provides a concrete application.


Before stating my findings, I believe it would most benefit the reader if I gave a brief profile of my interview subjects.  The first subject, hereafter referred to as Cyque, is an Auburn University graduate who spent time in the College of Architecture before transferring to the College of Engineering to study computer science.  He now works in the Auburn area as a Web designer.  The second subject, hereafter known as APK, is a graduate of Auburn with a degree in Architecture.  He is currently a seminary intern for a church in the Auburn area, and works in his spare time on personal as well as professional Websites.


While it might have been more fitting to use more than these two subjects to analyze such a broad topic as Web design, I selected the two subjects included in this study based on availability, and accessibility.  Cyque now works in the Auburn area, and since he is a former classmate of mine, he was fairly easy to contact.  APK attends church with me; however, extenuating circumstances prevented me from holding a personal interview with him.  Instead, AOL Instant Messenger was used to conduct the interview at both his and my convenience.  
Future Research:

A suggestion of future research in this area would be to explore Web designers with other backgrounds, and to see how the information gained from their experiences, compares and/or differs from those included in this study.  Another suggestion for future research would be to include observation as another form of data collection.  Due to time constraints, this particular method of data collection was not used in this study.

Findings:

Web design influenced by personality and background.

In the case of Cyque, one of the themes that most stuck out to me during my interview with him was his flexibility.  As I mentioned, he was an architectural student that changed his major to computer science, and this came up during the interview.

I really started leaning towards computers when I was an eleventh grader in high school.  My library got a computer and they continually broke it, so I stayed up there all the time trying to fix it and playing around on it a little bit.  I started scanning in pictures out of magazines.  Things like that taking them into MS [Microsoft] Paint and putting other people's faces on them, until I got caught, and they would no longer allow me to play with their computers.  Then I spent a little time in architecture while I was at Auburn, and that sort of added to my design skills a little bit and when I swapped over to computer science it was a natural match to try to match my technical skills with my design skills.

This paragraph illustrates Cyque’s flexibility.  In addition to his understanding of architecture, he also has a background in computers, and after changing majors, he sought a way to marry the two fields of architectural design and computer knowledge.  He found this conjugal union in Web design.

Cyque’s architectural background not only appears in the paragraph above, but in other sections of the interview text as well.  In the following narrative, he explains the problem with using white text on a black background by relating it to an experience he had in the architecture department.

Another guideline people don't pay attention to [is that a] white background with black font is always a good thing to start with.  When I was in architecture, they always told you when you started off, you'll have somebody in every one of your studios designing a round house and they're like "That's good.  Go ahead and design the round house now.  Get it out of your system.  Realize all the problems that's going to give you, and you'll never do it again, and we won't have to have this conversation.  It’s better to do it now that to wait until you are a professional and decide to build a round building."  Because, you know, with a round building you get funny corners, and funny shaped rooms.  [It’s the] same thing with Web design. [If] you start putting dark backgrounds with text it gets hard to read.  [If] you create strange shapes, it's going to come back to haunt you, [and] create yourself more problems.  So if you're starting out, go ahead and put a black background on white text [and] see what happens.

In this paragraph he relies on the building design expertise he received in the architecture department to make a point in the Web design realm, which further illustrates his flexibility, in being able to make connections from one field of study to another.  As it is not often we see round buildings in the real world, so it should be that when designing Websites, a lighter colored background should be used with darker colored text.


In APK’s case, flexibility also appears, but to a lesser extent.  The connection is not made as openly in the interview text as in my personal dealings with him.  After the interview, I realized that not only is he a graduate of the Auburn University architecture program, but he is also a seminary intern at a local church.  In addition to this, he has a vast amount of computer knowledge, as he and I have discussed computers and technological subjects in general on several occasions.  He makes reference to his architectural background in a couple of places in the interview.  Recalling his first experience in Web design, he relates, “using an account provided by the university, as a student, I began creating a page to feature my architectural thesis project.”  One can see some of his flexibility in the fact that he is venturing out to try his hand at new things, in this case Web design, by designing a Web page to feature his work, and not merely being complacent by remaining in the architectural domain.


APK also makes reference to an architectural influence that appeared during the development of a recent Website.

Me: What about color schemes?

APK: The colors are dependent on the particular design, which is also a product of the business's goals, for instance, a recent project was a church with a theme of "A Guiding Light in the Darkness."  By using a black background, I built several bright colors into the scheme in order to demonstrate the church's goal/theme.  For these kinds of ideas, a large part of it is influenced by my design background in architecture.

In the above paragraph, APK ties the use of color schemes back to his experiences in the college of architecture.  This also demonstrates his flexibility to adapt to situations in an unfamiliar subject by using knowledge previously gained in another.


Though these two students of architecture might possibly be deviant from the norm, their flexibility reveals something from which every Web designer can learn.  Though there might not be a connection between the personality/background of a Web designer and his/her design in many cases, in the above two individuals, the flexibility they show in both the design knowledge given to them by architecture, and the experience, which they have gained in the computer field reveal a principle from which all Web designers can learn.  As I stated in the introduction, it is very easy to create a Web page, however making it appear professional takes a special talent.  It is apparent that both of these subjects have such a talent, or they would not be employed in the Web design field.  What Web designers in general can learn from these two individuals is that Web design is not merely technical know-how, but rather a melding of this knowledge with artistic design knowledge, such as these two subjects have gained from architecture.
Web design based on logo and/or color scheme.


Whereas the previous finding was more abstract and will not provide Website designers with an overabundance of informational nuggets, this finding is more concrete, tangible, and directly usable in the Web design process.  


In my interview with Cyque, I asked him what some of the first steps he would take in Web design after being approached by a business desiring a site on the Web.  To this question he responded that he would “try to get their company color schemes and their logos and use that information to generate their site.”  I tried to clarify this more:

Me: So your color scheme would basically be based off of their logo, or something like that?

Cyque: Exactly, if they have an existing logo, which some of our customers do not, and we can design them their logo or we can have some graphics design firm design their logo depending on if they just want a logo, yes, we can do that, but many people will want a logo, they'll want letterhead, they'll want brochures, and we'll typically contract that out to some of our strategic partners and graphics design firms, and come back with the color scheme off of that and the shape of the logo, and use that to design their page.

According to Cyque, the basic corner stone of Web design is primarily the logo of a company, as well as a company’s colors, which often times are incorporated directly into the logo.  Cyque goes on to say that if a company does not have a logo, he’ll either design one himself or have someone else design one for them.    This is as if to say that without a logo, a Website cannot possibly be designed.  It appears that the logo plays a key role in Cyque’s designs, yet at the same time, merely placing a logo on a page does not make the site professional.  Cyque explains this in more detail:

When I'm coming up with my graphics, typically I'll start with the logo.  If they come in with a round logo, you have to worry about incorporating that into the page.  You can't just take it and just stick it somewhere.  You can't design a template, and then just take the logo and stick it in the corner and expect that to be a professional looking Web page.  It never, never is.  You have to transition.  Ultimately you're going to come to a square screen.  You have a square browser, and you're going to have to transition everything to fit within that square space, and that's where most beginning Web designers really lack.  When they're first starting out, they don't understand those transitions.  You know, you have the logo, most people will put some banner across the top, I typically do that myself, and you have to transition into the content.  You know, in many cases, that could just be a simple bar, if you have a bar, maybe a little detailed line or some sort of detail that transitions into a white space where you have your content.  Just little things like that, I think transitions are the most important part.  If you have the transitions right, the rest of the design will just come to you.

Merely placing the logo on a page does not guarantee that a design will look professional.  Cyque states that transitions are needed to incorporate the logo into the page.  While reviewing the documents from Cyques portfolio, I noticed that the two sites that I had chosen had round logos, like the ones that Cyque mentioned.  In each of these pages, the surrounding edges where made circular or oval shaped in order to have this needed transition.


APK also mentions logos in his interview, but is not as adamant about the transitioning as Cyque.

APK: If the company has a logo that they want to use as a feature on their Website, I begin there, using the company's logo and they're general focus in marketing, I begin to design a thematic layout for the site.

Me: Say the company doesn't have a logo.  What would you do?

APK: If they do not have a logo, I will begin directly with their marketing focus or general business philosophy or goals.

APK, much like Cyque starts with the logo as the foundation for the Website design.  Unlike Cyque, however, if the company in question does not have a logo, he begins elsewhere, whereas Cyque will design one, or have it designed.  In my analysis of the Websites, which he authored, APK, much like Cyque places the logo at the top left hand corner of the page.  I also noticed transitions in APK’s pages as well, as in the case of a church with a rounded logo.  Rounded edges were also applied to the navigation bars and top corner of the content section of the page, so it appears as though transition also plays a factor in APK’s designs as well.


In the case of both APK and Cyque, it appears as though the logo plays a major role in the design of a corporate Website.  It is the foundation of how the site should be designed.  However, it is not professional to merely place a logo in the upper left hand corner of a page and call the site professional.  It seems that transitioning from the logo into the page content is also very important and plays a role in making the site appear more aesthetically pleasing to the eye of the user.

Conclusions:

This study has taken an in depth look at two Web designers with backgrounds in the architectural department at Auburn University.  Through an analysis of the subjects both in interviews and in the Websites they have created, two main themes have emerged: one abstract theme pertaining to the personality of the subjects individually, and one concrete theme pertaining to the work they have done.  It is also interesting to note that though these two are very similar in outlooks toward design, they, to my knowledge, have never had contact with each other.  Still, they have similar views on how Web design should be done, and I believe, for this reason, that this fact adds credibility to this study.  As a Web designer, it is important to realize that Web design is not merely possessing a technical knowledge, but that it is also an art form, of knowing how things should be placed on a page.  The two subjects involved in this study gained this knowledge from architecture, and their flexibility allowed them to become familiar with computers to such an extent that a marriage between the two fields resulted in the Web design expertise that they now possess.  This is the abstract application of this study.

The concrete application of this study is revealed in the placement of elements on the page.  Both subjects are in agreement that the fundamental cornerstone of a Website lies in the corporate logo.  And in my own experience, I would tend to agree with this assessment.  Without the logo, it is infinitely harder to create a Website for a client.  It is also equally important, however, to have adequate transition of this logo into the structure of the page, as merely placing the logo at the top of a page will not guarantee a professional looking result.

There are many other guidelines that a good Web designer should follow during the creation of a page, however, an artistic ability coupled with design skill, and an adequate ability to properly transition a logo into a page provide the foundation for good Web design, and those who gain this understanding will soon possess the skills of good Web design.
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