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. | . To help Web editors and Web content
- = T — 3 developers incorporate the basics of
T ESSS usability across all public sector websites.

Please note: If you are developing content
for Directgov, Businesslink.gov.uk or NHS
Choices please refer to your internal
—_— 3 guidelines in the first instance, they include
the guidance in this toolkit.
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1 Page Layout

The basics of how to design and structure clear and effective page templates, and how to
design the way your content appears within those templates so that it will be easy to read
and act upon

e la Basic layout of page templates
e 1b Layout of contents in a page
e IcBasic design/styling dos and donoét s

2 Navigation

Learn how to ensure your navigation bars provide people with the information they need to
understand where they are and where they can go to, and so your links stand out and are
understood.

Shows basic design tips for the common navigati o

and-paigre contents | isto

e 2a Basics of usable navigation bars
e 2b Effective links
e 2c Usable designs for some common navigational elements

3 Writing Content

The essentials of writing content so that it is appropriate for the Web and can be read and
understood quickly and easily by your audience

e 3a Structuring content for the Web
e 3b Basics of writing for the Web

4 Content Elements

How to provide images that are the correct format and that communicate your intended
message quickly, clearly and with good accessibility.

How to avoid misusing pop-up windows and pop-o ut s ( dypecelerhents).i p 6

Basic pointers on using and producing accessible PDFs

e 4a Effective use of images
e 4b When and how to use pop-ups and pop-outs
e 4c When and how to use PDFs
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5 Forms

How to design and layout basic forms so that they are easy to understand and fill out.
How to minimise the potential errors entered by the people filling out your forms.

When errors occur how to make fixing the errors as quick and easy as possible

e b5a Basics of form layout

e 5b Choosing and using the right form element

e 5c Minimising the errors entered by users of your forms
e 5d Handling errors and supporting input corrections

6 Search

Top level advice on how to implement simple and advanced search on your site, and the
essentials of providing search results that can be readily understood and refined

e 6a Search form design
e 6b Search results design

7 QA & Standards

The key aspects of accessibility with pointers to the more specific COI guidelines in the
vitally important area.

Top level information on how to ensure the quality of your site with pointers to the more
specific COI guidance on this topic

e 7a Basics of standards compliance and accessibility
e 7b Quality assurance and monitoring

8 Common Pages

The basic rules of how to produce a good homepage that people will readily understand and
act upon.

How to design and structure other commonly occurring pages such as the site map, site
index and FAQ pages

e 8a Basics of homepage design
e 8b Site map design
e 8c FAQ design
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1 Page Layout

The basics of how to design and structure clear and effective page templates, and how to
design the way your content appears within those templates so that it will be easy to read

and act upon
e la Basic layout of page templates

e 1b Layout of contents in a page
e IcBasic design/styling dos and

donot s
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la Basic layout of page templates

Provide a consistent page layout with clear and recognisable sections. Place
important links and elements consistently

e Make it easy for your audience to predict where things are for each new page or
section
o Note: The homepage can be different but it is a good idea to set the basic
style [see 8a]
e Use the following common main page sections (unless there is a good reason not to):
0 Header with clear logo (positioned on the left)
o Navigation bars [see 23]
o0 Contents pane (clear and dominant)
o Footer
0 Area for related links and information
o If available, use templates and defined layouts and conventions for your organisation
o If applicable see specific guidelines for Directgov, Business Link and NHS
Choices

Devote as much page space as possible to content rather than navigational
elements (sometimes called page chrome)

e When setting font size and column size, aim for between 12 and 15 words per line for
quick and comfortable reading for most people

Optimise for 1024 width resolution

o Design for a width of around 960 pixels to ensure there will be no need for horizontal
scrolling at 1024 pixels width resolution

e Ensure that essential information is visible and usable at a width of around 760
pixels. This is the visible width at a resolution of 800 pixels width

Additional considerations:

Put the most important content so that it is visible without the need for vertical
scrolling( someti mes referred to as putting key <c
cramming content into a short strip

e Do not use Frames to lock content to a central portion
e Do permit vertical scrolling to appropriate contents rather than forcing content into
inappropriately short pages [see 1b]

Notes and discussion points

Fixed layout versus fluid layout or somewhere in between?

1024 x 768 is currently the most popular screen resolution (in early 2009). Ideally
pages should be fluid so they can still be fully viewable and usable at a resolution of
800 x 600 (and also larger resolutions) but this is not always possible or desirable. If
you are using a fixed width you should try to ensure that important content is
viewable at 800 x 600 without the need for constant horizontal scrolling
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Your decision should be based on the contents of your site and knowledge about
your audience (web analytics will show you the resolutions that your audience is
using to view your site). For example, these guidelines contain many bullet points
and fixed width images so we chose fixed width of 1024 to maintain side-by-side
viewing and good line length for readability of the text. In addition, we know that the
vast majority of the intended audience will be viewing at a resolution of 1024 x 768 or
higher

CSS versus tables for layout

Ideally you should use CSS to control all layout and styling i this is standards
compliant and the most flexible and accessible method View references for basics of
page layout
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Create clear recognisable some common layouts
sections and use consistently 1

2 column layout
with top nav bar

Related
info and §
links

Header 3 column layout
with left nav bar

Contents
pane

3 column layout
with top nav bar
and left local nav
bar

Related

info and

1 bar links

————— fig.1a1
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‘ Optimise for

1024 pixel width
resolution (but if

possible make
flexible for down
to 800 pixel
width)

fig.1a2
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1b Layout of contents in a page

Position the most important content at the top of the page so it is visible
without vertical scrolling

e For content this will often be in a middle of the page in a clearly recognisable
6contents paneb

Use a clear page title and clear sub-headings to visually group sections and give
contents a natural hierarchy Group related items together to create pages that look
uncluttered and that have clear sections and subsections

e Use white space liberally between items
e Place related items closer to each other than unrelated items
e Use different colours, backgrounds and borders to group related items together
o ...but dondét overdo it otherwise it
e Use bullet points and numbered lists to create clear visual groupings

Use a single column contents pane for text documents and forms to create a
clear reading path. This also avoids the need for upwards and downwards scrolling
that a multi-column layout might require

e Exceptions to this include: site maps, indexes, major landing or category pages,
which all can work well in multi-column formats

Additional considerations:

Avoi d Oscr ol itemsof conpentehatEan make people think the page has
ended when in fact there is still more content below that could be reached by
scrolling down:

e Often caused by content boxes or images which end neatly at the bottom of the
browser window and so make the page look complete
e To avoid scroll stoppers:

o Design pages so that items that would be just below the bottom of the
browser window peep just above it and so indicate that there is more valuable
content below

o Be careful with large vertical blocks of white space in the contents

o Testitwith people: You should test designs to make sure they do not cause
scroll stopping (particularly at 1024 x 768 resolution using popular browsers)

Notes and discussion points

What if | just provide copy into a template or a Content Management System
(CMS)?

Hopefully your page templates should be set up so that they can style and layout
content according to the above basic guidance (if not this should be fixed). It is
important that you use the appropriate template markup (these are bits of code that
tell the web browser how to style different content such as headings, sub-headings
and lists). Different systems have different ways of applying markup and you should
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seek advice on how to add content to your templates in the correct way. You should
avoid applying your own visual styling (some content management systems let you
do this) rather than using the built in template styles as this will lead to
inconsistencies, make it difficult to apply changes and it removes intended meaning
(semantic coding) that some of the styles may be intended to convey.
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cluttered content
Mople text content here is not styl

What should be

There are several

improve this simple t including using
white space, title d colour and
bullet points.

What would
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so that it is visually distinct so it is
easy to discern structure from quickly
scanning its contents.

Background

What was done to improve this? to highlight
There are several things that greatly summary
improved this simple content including
using:

« white space

« titles

« background colour

« bullet points___

What is the effect of this?2 T
The effect is startling - items that go
together can be seen rapidly as going .
together and the content does not look | Headings +

like a wall of text. whitespace so
the heading
This improves readability, speed of ‘owns' the

scanning and aesthetics. content below
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Avoid scroll stoppers — these are when the
contents of the page make it look like the
page has ended even though it hasn't

fig.1b2
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How this page looks with just the browser default styles

(css removed) — visual structure is maintained because
it has been coded using structural HTML code

1b Layout of contents in a page
Position the most important content at the top of 1
¢ For content this will often be m a middle of the §
Use a clear page title and clear sub-headings to v
o Use white space bberally between items
¢ Place related items closer to each other than uns
o Use different colours, backgrounds and borders
o ...but don’t overdo it otherwise it can loo
¢ Use bullet pomnts and numbered lists to create cl
Use a single column contents pane for text docum
o Exceptions to this mchide: site maps, mdexes m
Additional considerations:
Avoid ‘scroll stoppers’ —items of content that can m
e Often caused by content boxes or immages whick

o To avoid scroll stoppers:
o Design pages so that items that would be

fig.1b3
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lcBasic design/ styling dos

Style text for readability

e Always use left-aligned text for body text
o Avoid centred or right-aligned text
o Never use justified text
e Usereadable and readily available fonts
o Sans-Serif fonts like Verdana and Arial are readable and universally available
o Be careful if using Serif fonts (like Times New Roman) for smaller size text
because they can be difficult to read
o Serif fonts can be used for large text, such as headings and titles
e Avoid ALL CAPS for body text 1 all caps is slower and more difficult to read and it
LOOKS LIKE SHOUTING
o All caps is acceptable for short phrases and menus, but avoid if possible
e Never use blinking text or marquee text (text that scrolls horizontally across the
screen) i it is distracting and difficult to read
e Use underline only for links and nothing else [see 2b]i underlined text is more
difficult to read and will be frequently confused with links

Be careful with the use of colour:

e Use high contrast between foreground and background
e Add colour to make information stand out more, but do not use colour alone to
give information because some people cannot see colours (for example blind people
using software to convert the information into speech)
o Add another cue such as an icon or explicit words [see 5c¢]
e Avoid red/green combinations in both images and text i these can be difficult to
see for people who are colour-blind

Notes and discussion points

Site specific style conventions
Some sites are very specific about text style rules. For example, for Directgov:

e All caps are not allowed even for short phrases or menus

e ltalics are not used for any text

e Verdana is the default font (so the font family set within the style sheet is set to
Verdana, Arial, Helvetica, Sans-Serif)

and
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: Always use
Always use left aligned left align

text for body text
because it is easier to
read than any of the
other text alignments

DO NOT USE ALL
CAPS FOR BODY TEXT
ASITIS SLOWER TO
READ AND LOOKS
LIKE SHOUTING

Do not use all caps
for body text

Avoi derlini

nything ot

in the text i
harder to read and will
be assumed to be a link

Do not use underiining
for non-link text

Do not use italics for
large amounts of bodly
text as it is slower fo
read (especially online)

Do not use all
italics for body
text

Avoid centred text as
this changes where your
reader has to place their

eye for each new line

and makes it much
slower to read large
expanses of text

Do not centre align
paragraphs of text
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fig.1c1

fig.1c2

fig.1c3

fig.1c4

fig.1c5
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It ini.fially seems i ngssggce
good idea to

text and it

will make

however

does is|*jcreate

spaces between|*"words | Do not justify text -
which makes it look untidy it creates ‘rivers of
and for some people with white space' that
dyslexia almost impossible | make it harder to
to read

l Don't do it! l

fig.1c6

fig.1c7
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2 Navigation

Learn how to ensure your navigation bars provide people with the information they need to
understand where they are and where they can go to, and so your links stand out and are
understood.

Shows basic design tips for the common navigati o
and-paigre contents | istd

e 2a Basics of usable navigation bars
e 2b Effective links
e 2c Usable designs for some common navigational elements
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2a Basics of usable navigation bars

Make sure navigation bars stand out from the rest of the page contents

o Style and place appropriately (at a consistent place at the top of the site or page)
[see 143]

Include a link to Home

e The Home link does not necessarily have to be on the main navigation bar, but
should be easy to find
e Make the logo link to the homepage

Highlight the current page or section on the navigation bars i this indicates to
people viewing the pages where they are .To do this, do one or more of the
following:

Make a colour change to the label or its background (or both)

Make a change to the label style (for example, Bold text)

Add a visual marker or use tabs [see 2c] to make the current label stand out visually
Disable the link if on the current page

Show the current page via a hierarchical list

Carefully select the labels for your main navigation bars they should be:

e Understandable and unambiguous
o Use your audiencebs |l anguage and ter ms,
jargon and acronyms
o Testitwith peoplei the simplest way is to ask people who are typical of
your expected audience what type of content they think they would find if they
clicked each of items in the navigation bar
e Mutually exclusive
o Ideally there should be only one default place to look for an item
e Suitably broad in combination such that together they are likely to contain all content
now and in the future

Show parent/child relationships clearly

e Use bullet points and/or increase the space between items in lists of links to avoid
confusion when a link wraps over more than one line
e Use indenting, size and formatting to clearly communicate hierarchy

Be careful with dropdown navigation menus:

e Avoidmult-l evel 6écascadesd6 of menus:
o These can be difficult to use, especially where fine control is required
e If using dropdown menus then:
o Test with real people: Test with a range of people to ensure ease of use
o Ensure the menus can be used with a keyboard
o Make the top menu item a link to an overview page that presents the same
links as in the cascading menu along with a short explanation of each link

n
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Additional considerations:

Provide extra information to support link text when useful

e Provide supporting explanatory text (6tool ti

when the mouse hovers over a link
o CODE:use the o6titleb6 attri but eseet2b] add
o Avoid just repeating the link text i only use if extra information is useful to
give better understanding about the link destination (see examples)
e Show main categories on the homepage with an explanation and/or links to example
contents [see 84a]

Notes and discussion points

How should you select the ideal labels?

The choice of labels and categories and the relationships between them (sometimes
called information architecture) should be informed by knowledge and research
about your target audience. A good information architecture maps features, functions
and contents to the wants, needs and expectations of the target audience. During
development this can be researched and validated using a variety of methods. One
effective and simple method is known as card sorting. In one form of card sorting,
individual page titles and features are written on index cards and target audience
members are asked to sort the cards into groups that make sense to them. Then
they are asked to give names to their groups. This helps validate whether your
suggested groupings make sense and whether you have given them meaningful
names

Logo always a link to home?
Typically the logo should always be a link to the home page, however within some
processes, transactions or tools, this may not be appropriate

What is wrong with drop-down menus?
Many people have difficulty controlling and selecting the menus, and often it is better
to have a simple page menu system

t
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