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	"When laying out the design of a Web site, you have to understand what its underlying business objectives are," says Paul Krygowski, a senior group creative director at Organic, an Internet design consulting company. "That is going to inform everything you do." Each design decision you make must be based on who your company is and who your customers are. The look should be a catalyst to drive business forward and should never hold it back. If you design only for design's sake, chances are you'll distract users from your products and services or, by hindering performance and usability as elaborate graphics and plug-ins take time to load, actually drive users away.

To begin with, you must decide–in general terms–what sort of visual look suits your business.

Your needs are very different if you're Giorgio Armani than if you're a B2B procurement site for the chemical industry. In some cases, visual extravagance is essential to maintaining a company's brand image. In others, such extravagance would be merely annoying at best. Generally, though, if flashing graphics and pop-up windows aren't functional elements–that is, elements that add value and ultimately result in revenue in some way–it's better to keep things simple."

Whichever the case, you have to consider how your design will affect performance and usability. Even if a certain amount of visual flair is justified, it mustn't inhibit use of the site–which would hardly help brand image. Whether to use frames or not, how many images to put on a page, and how big these images are can all affect performance. These were the issues faced by Organic client Garnet Hill. The Franconia, New Hampshire-based company wanted to transfer the large, beautiful photographs used in its well-known linens and clothing catalogs to the Web. But that could hinder performance significantly, especially in dial-up mode. "Customers don't want to wait 15 minutes to download a bowl of cherries," says Organic's Krygowski.

Garnet Hill's current site pays careful attention to the balance between performance and design. Each page has a simple, elegant design, complemented by a few reasonably sized images, linked to larger, more detailed images.

Your site's design must also help users browse your site and take it in. One way to achieve this goal is by carefully organizing a "design hierarchy" for your site, breaking down each page into concise sections and arranging them in order of importance, so that users can find what they want more easily. Navigation can be further improved by adhering to a consistent nomenclature and iconography, always using the same names and symbols when referring to particular parts of your site. The design should not only help people find what they're looking for but actually guide them so that digesting what's on each page is easy. The color, topography, and overall layout of a page should help users read and understand the page's content.

In the eyes of Thomas Mueller, vice president, experience design, North America, for Web consultant RazorFish, the new Kenneth Cole site exhibits a good balance between beauty of design and performance. "It uses photography very well," he says. And he sees the United Airlines Web site as having a design that not only looks good but facilitates navigation and use. "Each page is built around user needs," he says. "It's got a clear, concise hierarchy. It's got a consistent use of iconography. It's got a high degree of predictability. With each step you take, the next step is obvious."


