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Screen Resolution
Resolution in pixel-centric production is 
determined differently than print resolution. 
Each computer screen has a unique resolution 
that is based on certain criteria.

The criteria that define screen resolution are:
1. The number of pixels in the monitor
2. The physical dimensions of the monitor

Each screen has a set number of pixels for 
both the width and height. For example, 
current non-Retina MacBook Pro laptops 
have 1440 pixels horizontally and 900 pixels 
vertically. This means there are 1,296,000 
total pixels on the screen.

This pixel dimension establishes a fixed grid 
on the monitor. The pixel count can then be 
divided by the actual dimension of the screen 
to reveal the PPI.

For example:

The MacBook Pro has the following 
approximate dimensions:

As shown above, when you divide the width in 
pixels (1440) by the width in inches (8.25), 
you get pixel density (109ppi). 

* Just an aside, Apple rounds this number to 
110 ppi, it must sound better.

Some content paraphrased from: 
Gremillion, B. The Myth of DPI. http://www.
webdesignerdepot.com/2010/02/the-myth- 
of-dpi/

Resizing vs. Resampling
You can change the dimension of an image in 
two ways.
1. Resizing: making the pixels of the image 

bigger or smaller. A note: this effects 
printing resolution. As pixels get larger, 
there are fewer pixels per printed inch. 
Resizing doesn’t effect screen resolution 
because a pixel is always the same size. 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Resampling: Adding or subtracting the 
number of pixels in an image to make it 
bigger or smaller. To make images look 
larger on screen you must resample.

The number 72
In the 1700’s, French typographers developed 
a measurement system to standardize type 
sizes. The measurement, a pica, was based on 
the French ‘foot.’

In 1886, the Americans standardized the pica 
as 0.166 inches (6 picas/English foot). Each 
pica is then divided into 12 equal points (just 
as we use today).

So the formula worked like this: 12 points in a 
pica: 6 picas per inch=72 points per inch.

When Apple made the first PC in 1984, they 
wanted to make strong parallels to the real 
world (this is also where the idea of a desktop, 
trash can, etc. came from). They kept the 
same measurements as the type standards: 72 
points per inch. This kept everything on-screen 
the exact same size as the printed version. 
Each pixel measure exactly 1x1 points.

1440 pixels

13.2 inches

900 pixels

8.25 inches 109 ppi*
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On-screen design basics

Before we start talking about designing for on-screen 
formats, it is important to clarify a few terms and 
cover some basics.

On-screen formats
When we talk about on-screen formats, we’re 
usually talking about one of two major categories of 
outcome. The difference between these two lies in 
their development process.

1. Software Development 
Otherwise known as ‘apps,’ software involves 
a much higher level of coding. There is a 
substantial amount of work that needs to be 
done behind on the back-end before the app 
has an interface. 

2. Web Development 
This is what we’ll deal with primarily in this 
course. While designing for either format is 
similar, the web is much more accessible to 
novice developers. A website can be created 
with basic front-end development knowledge 
using HTML and CSS. 

Types of websites
There are three main types of websites. The 
difference lies in the relationship between site and 
content. 

1. Static 
Content or design does not change unless  
done manually. (Apple.com, Starbucks.com) 

2. Dynamic 
Content is generated dynamically either by 
random, sequence, or from user input. (CNN.
com, amazon.com, facebook.com) 

3. Web App 
Content is generated by the user. Like a 
traditional app, it is simply a tool that is used 
to generate something (i.e. text, images, etc). 
(docs.google.com, email)

Language of the Web 

INTERNET  A network of networks. A global system 
of interconnected computer networks that use a 
standard language to speak to each other.

NETWORK  A collection of computers or  
other hardware that are connected by 
communication channels that allow sharing  
of resources of information.

INTRANET  A closed network often used by 
organizations to share data. Similar to the Internet 
but on a much smaller scale and private.

WORLD WIDE WEB  The platform that allows us to 
create web pages and share them over the Internet. 
The three components that make up the WWW are: 

HYPERTEXT MARKUP LANGUAGE  HTML. The common 
language used to construct web pages. 

HYPERTEXT TRANSFER PROTOCOL  The foundation 
for the way that information is transfered on the 
web. (the ‘tubes’)

UNIFORM RESOURCE LOCATER  URL. A universal 
address at which you can find a piece of HTML. 

WEB PAGE  A document, based in HTML that is used 
to display content on the WWW.

WEB SITE  A collection of web pages that deliver 
related content. The pages of a site are all hosted 
together on a single server and accessed by users 
via there computers.

FRONT-END DEVELOPMENT  Production of user-
facing interfaces. Sometimes known as client-
side development. A compliment to back-end 
development that deals with core functionality and 
database management.

SERVER  A physical computer dedicated to running 
one or more services. An example of a ‘service’ 
would be a hosting a web site. Files are saved on 
the server and delivered to other computers via 
the Internet. Every website is hosted on a physical 
server somewhere.

BROWSER  An application that reads HTML and 
corresponding documents from the WWW and 
translates them into visual web pages.

CSS  Cascading Style Sheet. The computer language 
that defines the look and formatting of HTML. 
Without CSS, websites would just be one continuous 
string of text and images.



The URL
Browsers access websites via there Universal 
Resource Locator. Each URL is made up of two 
parts.

PROTOCOL  Defining the type of document you are 
accessing via the Internet. HTTP is telling the 
browser its a hypertext document (HTML).

DOMAIN  The specific address where you can 
access a web page or site. This address is tied to 
a specific space on a server. These domain names 
are controlled by the Domain Name System (DNS). 
Think of the DNS as a phone book for the Internet.

The DNS links the specific Internet Address  
of the server (IP) to the public domain name  
(site.com). For example, when someone types 
mywebsite.com into a browser, the DNS tells the 
browser that mywebsite.com is acutally located at  
IPv6: 2620:0:2d0:200::10, the server’s address.

Development team members

PRODUCT LEAD  Sometimes known as the Business rep 
or Business lead. Establishes the business need. 
Understand what will sell and what your users need 
as consumers. 

DEVELOPER  Sometime known as a Computer Science 
Engineer. A person or team that is responsible for 
writing code and engineering the product. 

USER EXPERIENCE DESIGNER  The person in this role 
may also be known as an Interaction Designer, 
Information Architect, Usability Professional or 
Design Researchers. Usually working in a team, 
people in this role define what the user needs from 
an ability or need standpoint.

VISUAL DESIGNER  Sometimes called a User Interface 
Designer. This would be your primary role. Visual 
designers take the insights learned from research 
and combine them with structural recommendations 
from UX and technical restrictions from 
Development to build a visual design. Often, you be 
building a visual system or language rather than a 
stand-alone design.  

COPYWRITER  A person who writes content for the site 
or application. They work with brand guidelines to 
create a consistent ‘voice’ across the site or product.

SEO SPECIALIST  A person that writes special code 
or site content that is targeted at Search Engines. 
Search Engine rankings are very important to the 
success of the site so this person ensure that they 
are highly viewed on Google, etc.http://www.cnn.com

Protocol Domain name
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Web Typography

When the browser interprets a web page that was 
delivered from a server, it looks to see how you’ve 
specified the type in your design. Fonts didn’t use 
to be transferable over the Internet meaning that the 
browser could only display type that was set in font 
that was loaded on your computer.

Until a few years ago, there were only 2 ways to 
specify type on the web:

1. Web Safe Fonts 
These are fonts that are almost guaranteed to 
be on someone’s computer. They come standard 
in both Mac and WIndows operating systems.

Andale Mono

Arial
Arial Black
Comic Sans MS
Courier New

Georgia
Impact
Tahoma

Times
Times New Roman
Trebuchet MS

Verdana
Webdings (Webdings)

Zapfino
Zapf Dingbats (Zapf Dingbats) 

2. Images 
If you wanted any custom typography, you had 
to slice the design and upload text as an image.

2.a Flash: Flash is essentially just a form  
of image, the text in a flash file is not 
recognizable by Search Engines or screen 
readers (for the blind).

The Web Font Era

Since 2010, we have been able to use web fonts.

The technology behind web fonts allow the browser 
to temporarily install a font on the users computer 
in order to display more  
type families.

This allows you to use more fonts and ensure that 
they typeface will display on all machines.

While there are ways to host a font with your site, 
most font houses are going to the all-you-can-eat 
subscription model. You can pay a flat rate and use 
any of the fonts available at a house (i.e. Adobe’s 
Typekit)

Google is also building a library of free web fonts 
that work the same way but are housed on Google’s 
server.

Web Font Resources;
http://www.google.com/webfonts
https://typekit.com/

http://www.fonts.com/web-fonts

Text is Best! 
If at all possible, it is best to use actual text rather 
than an image of text. This is why web fonts have 
become so important. There are three reasons why 
you should use text instead of images:

1. Search-ability 
Users can use built-in search functionality in a 
browsers to find content they are looking for.

2. Search Engine Optimization 
Search engines will read all of the text on your 
page and integrate that into their relevance 
rating for your site. Higher relevance = better 
placement on Google = more visitors.

3. Accessibility 
Blind or low-vision users use websites through 
a screen reader. If your content is an image, the 
screen reader does not know that there is any 
text to read.



Specifying Web Type 
There are a variety of ways to spec type on the web. 
Because the web is responsive, you have to spec 
type a little differently than in the print space.

Absolute Sizing 
These sizing strategies have a defined size that will 
not change.

1. Pixels 
Before Responsive Design, this was the most 
common way to spec web type. Because all of 
your other dimensions are in pixels it makes 
sense to set type in pixels.

2. Points 
Because points are based on a printed inch, 
it’s harder to guess that acutal size of a point.  
Remember that point is just 1/72 of an inch. 
PPI comes into play again here. Higher density 
PPIs will display a point smaller than lower 
density. DON’T SET WEB TYPE IN POINTS.

Relative Sizing 
These sizing strategies work on a ‘base’ system that 
can respond to its surroundings.

1. Ems 
Ems are becoming more popular than pixels 
due to Responsive Design. An em is standard 
measurement for one unit of type. It acts like a 
baseline that all the text on a page is measured 
against. An em is usually around 16 points but 
can be altered by the user via the browser. For 
instance, if the user wants always wants text 
to be very large on the web, the can tell the 
browser to set an em as “24 points”. 
 
Ems are popular with Responsive Design 
because we can redefine an em on the fly. For 
instance, if we set all the body copy on a page 
as 1 em, we can make that em look larger on 
the mobile and smaller on the desktop, without 
changing any code. 
 
To change the size of type set in ems, increase 
or decrease the em “number.” If 1em = 16pt 
points then 2em = 32pt and 0.5em = 8pt

2. Percentages (%) 
Percentages are similar to ems in that they work 
off of a baseline number. 100% is the “default” 
size. If you want type to be larger or smaller you 
alter the percentage (0%–infinity) 

Aliasing and Anti-Aliasing 
Aliasing is artifacting that happens when making 
diagonal lines with pixels. 

To combat this, computer anti-alias fonts in order 
to smooth out the edges. They do this by changing 
the color of the background pixel (i.e. white in the 
example above) that surrounds the foreground color 
(black above).
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On-screen color

Color on-screen is created using additive color. 
Additive color is made by combining Red, Green, 
and Blue lights at varying intensities.

It is possible to create over 16,000,000 colors with 
these three lights.

Specifying colors on-screen 
Colors can be specified in two ways: RGB value or 
Hexadecimal number.

1. RGB 
A color specified via RGB is represented by 
three numbers, one for each light (R, G, & B). 
The number represents the intensity of each 
color on a scale of 0 to 255. For instance, 
pure red is represented as: 255/0/0. Orange 
would be 255/165/0. White=255/255/255 (full 
intensity); Black=0/0/0 (no light).

2. Hexadecimal number (Hex number) 
This is the most common way of specifying 
colors on the web. Hex numbers are a 
computer-friendly representation of RGB. Each 
R, G, and B color value is turned into a code. 
Each value is represented with two digits, either 
a numbers (0-9) or letter (A-F). The number is 
always preceded by a ‘#’. 
 
The color code ends up looking like this: 
#FF0022

Example Hex numbers

White: #FFFFFF 
Black:  #000000 
Red:  #FF0000 
Yellow:  #FFFF00 
Blue: #0000FF 
Light Gray: #D3D3D3 
Turquoise: #40E0D0 
Cornflower Blue: #6495ED

Accessible Color 
A major theme that we’ll keep coming back to 
regarding on-screen design is accessibility. It’s 
important to make your designs accessible for those 
with low or no vision. The flexibility of the web 
allows us to accommodate for their needs. It is easy 
to change the color or size of fonts and images in 
real time.

When setting the color of type, always make sure 
that there is a passable level of contrast between the 
text and the background. There are a variety of tools  
to check your contrast level at various pixel sizes.

http://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/
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DEFINE: PROJECT DEFINITION

Involved Roles
Product Analyst
Business Representative
User Researcher
Technology Lead
Design Lead

What happens in this stage?
The Definition phase is a time for everyone to get 
on the same page with a project. Budget, timeline, 
deliverables, and research are done during this 
early stage.

Depending on the type of client, your project can 
originate in a number of ways. The way in which 
the project started will dictate how you move 
forward. The client may have a clear idea of what 
they need but just as with print, a Designer can 
have input in this early stage. 

Deliverables
Business goal statements
These are formal or informal statements–and 
sometimes documents–about what the business 
hopes to achieve by producing this product. 
ex: “This product should increase the number  
of people who use our product by 23% over  
the next year.”

User goal statements
General statements about how the product will 
improve or benefit their life. 
ex: “This product will allow users to check sports 
scores on their mobile phone.”

“This product will allow users to converse about 
political issues in constructive ways.”

Personas
A generalization of a distinct user group present-
ed in the form of one person’s story. These help 
personalize the users. They act as a guide when 
making design or production decisions.

Workflow documents
A diagram of how a user will progress through your 
site. These can be formal or informal depending 
on  the complexity. A workflow will help you define 
what pages you need. This is NOT the structure or 
the site (a sitemap) it is just the path the user will 
take to accomplish a goal.

Development Stories
Stories that help break down the site or an indi-
vidual page into actionable development chunks. 
They are written very generally and then get broken 
down into very specific tasks.

Gantt Chart
A bar chart that diagrams the entire process of 
work. The chart breaks the project into phases to 
define when each role needs to be involved.

Budget
Cost estimate of completing the project. (I hope 
you know what a budget is)

Defining Format
At the beginning of the project, it is important 
to think about what format will work best for the 
goals of the project. You should ask yourself sever-
al questions about the audience at this stage: 

• What technology do they have access to?
• What is their technical know-how?
• How is the product being used?
• How robust or involved is the interaction?
• What level of focus is necessary? 

There are limitations to all digital formats. 
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Development Methodologies
Large-scale sites or application have very involved 
and detailed development approaches. There are 
two main methods that teams can use to design 
and build a project.

Waterfall
The Waterfall method is older of the two. It was 
the only approach for many years but has become 
outdated in the App Store Era. In Waterfall, each 
stage of the process is divided amongst separate 
teams. These teams work on their piece of the 
software in isolation and then pass along the work 
to the next team. There is no feedback or collab-
oration between teams. This method is very good 
at meeting deadlines which is why it has been so 
popular. There is not a releasable product until the 
very end of the process.

This approach works very well for developers be-
cause they know exactly what they are going to be 
coding. Nothing is going to change in the interface 
once the requirements are handed to them.

The downside to Waterfall is that it lacks “feed-
back loops” because each team works separately. 
For designers, this meant that if something doesn’t 
look right visually that it can’t be changed. 

Once a stage is completed in the Waterfall meth-
od, there is no going back, since most software 
designed and implemented under the waterfall 
method is hard to change according to time and 
user needs.  The problem can only be fixed by 
going back and designing an entirely new system, 
a very costly and inefficient method.

http://agileintro.wordpress.com/2008/01/04/waterfall-vs-ag-
ile-methodology/

Agile
Agile was created in response to the downsides 
of Waterfall. While Waterfall is segregated and 
predictable, Agile is collaborative and flexible. In 
Agile, development teams are built from a vari-
ety of roles: Business, Management, Design, Dev 
and Testers. The teams work in short time frames 
called “Sprints” instead of long stages. At the end 
of a few Sprints, the team will have a releasable 
product. Agile’s goal is to get products out ASAP.

This means that the team can react to user feed-
back or design changes very quickly.

Designers are still at somewhat of a disadvantage 
in Agile, although that is changing quickly. The 
design often has to be 100% completed before it 
can go into a Sprint. 

The UI design has to be done early because, in 
Agile, developers work on very small chunks of 
the page at a time. For instance, they may spend 
one Sprint building a ‘Like’ feature on an image 
gallery. Developers need to see the entire page in 
order to have context around the small chunk that 
they are building.

On the plus side, Agile allows designers to have a 
say in what will be built early in the process.
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Emily Johnson,
Veteran investor, novice web user

Age: 72
Residence: Cape Cod, Massachusetts
Internet experience: Novice
Primary uses: Banking, email
Favorite sites: Fidelity, AOL
Average time online: 3 hours/day

Quote
“I love the independence of the web, but I wish it wasn’t so hard.”

Profile
Emily has been retired for eight years. She taught grade school in the Watertown school system for 40 
years. She learned to budget her finances by raising a large family on a small, public school teacher’s 
salary. When she retired, she sold her house of 43 years and moved to an inexpensive condo. With the 
income from her house sale, she began to explore investing. Initially she worked through an agent, but 
then she began managing her own investments through the web. Emily has had great success, more than 
doubling her initial investment over the course of ten years.

Emily is often frustrated when using web sites. She has an intuitive sense about investing and thorough-
ly understands the mechanics of the process. However, she sometimes makes mistakes when managing 
her accounts online. When she encounters difficulties, she blames her physical shortcomings—her 
arthritis, which makes it difficult to manipulate interface elements, and her failing vision, which makes 
it difficult to read.
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Source:  
http://webstyleguide.
com/wsg3/2-universal-
usability/5-in-design-
process.html

Sample Persona

Workflow Diagram
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Example Stories

Given that I am a patron at a library
When I want to locate a specific book
Then I search for that book on the library website.

When I click in the search entry field
Then I see a blinking cursor.

Given that I know the exact title of the book
When I type the title of the book into the search field
Then the field auto-completes what I am typing 
And I am shown a list of recommended searches

When I have entered a search term correctly
Then I am delivered a list of possible items.

Given that I find an item in the list that I think is useful
When I click on that item in the result list
Then I am shown more information about that item.

Sample Gantt Chart
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GATHER: CONTENT PREPARATION

Involved Roles
Client
Copywriter
Content Strategist

What happens in this stage?
Once you have clear idea of what the product  
is and how it’s going to be produced, it’s time to  
start gathering all the content. It is important to 
know all the different types of content and exactly 
how much is going to be on the site as early  
as possible. 

Sometimes new content will need to be generat-
ed or a client will need to deliver content to you. 
Content can include anything that is going to be 
viewable or accessible on the site or app. This 
includes text, images, links, videos, download-able 
content, etc.

You or your content specialist will look at all the 
content together and assign it priority. This helps 
you group types of content together into pages or 
sections of the site. It also helps in production 
because it tells the developer how to organize the 
code later.

Dynamic vs. Static Content
By looking very specifically at everything that will 
be available on your site, you will be able to define 
whether or not the content is dynamic.

Knowing whether or not you have dynamic content 
not only helps you as a designer but also helps the 
developers know how to build the page. There is 
much more advanced programming that is neces-
sary to tap into a database of dynamic content.

Bandwidth
When dealing with digital content–especially on 
the web–bandwidth can be a major determining 
factor in your production decisions. An easy way 
to think about bandwidth is as the “tubes” of the 
Web. Bandwidth is a measurement of the capacity 
and ability of information to move on the Web. 

To break it down, larger and more complex web 
sites will need a faster computer or Internet con-
nection to load appropriately. For example, videos 
take a lot of bandwidth because you are download-
ing very large video files from a server. 

Mobile phones or tablet computers that are con-
nected to a wireless signal naturally have band-
width restrictions because of the way they connect 
to the Internet. Wireless networks are nowhere near 
as fast as a direct network connection.

Knowing what type of device your users are going 
to use to load your site will help you identify good 
content types to use. If your users are primarily 
mobile, you don’t want to have a lot of large, de-
tailed images and animations because it will take 
them a long time to load the page.
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Deliverables

Sub-phase

Sitemap Wireframe or 
Prototype

Hi-fi UI Mock or  
Style Guide

HTML  
and CSS
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DESIGN: SOLVING THE PROBLEM

Just like with print, there is a universal language 
that professionals use to talk about design produc-
tion. Because of its complexity, on-screen design 
often requires that several documents. This set of 
specification documents are the deliverables of 
sub-phases of the design process.

SUB PHASE 

Information Architecture

Involved Roles
Information Architect 
Content Strategist

What happens in this stage?
The content that was generated during the Gather 
phase is assessed by an Information Architect.

An Information Architect is a professional that 
“organizing and labels websites, intranets, online 
communities and software to support usability.”

A general site plan and structure are developed 
during this phase. Individual pieces of content are 
divided into pages and then pages are grouped 
according to relevancy. Many factors go into the or-
ganization of a site including the factors that were 
defined in the early stages of the process: user 
goals, biz goals, user research, workflow. 

IA helps users navigate the site, developers un-
derstand how large the site will be, and designers 
consistently treat content across the site. 
 

http://www.
iainstitute.
org/docu 
ments/learn/
What_is_
IA.pdf

Benefits for visual designers
IA lets shows designers...
• the big picture of the site so you’re not 

designing pages in isolation.
• a hierarchy that can be used to translate 

visually into layouts
• the type of navigation the site will use which 

can be turned into a visual nav in the UI

A SITE MAP is the primary deliverable from this 
sub-phase. Jesse James Garrett has developed a 
standard visual language for IA: http://www.jjg.net/
ia/visvocab/.

Below is an example of a site map for Herron’s 
site. (site map is not complete, for example only.
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INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE USER EXPERIENCE &  
INTERACTION DESIGN

VISUAL DESIGN or  
USER INTERFACE (UI) DESIGN

FRONT-END  
DEVELOPMENT

Index

About News

Blog
Grad

Programs

VCD

UG  
Programs

Arts

Case 
Studies

PortfolioFaculty

Best  
Buddies

Academics ...

Blog 
Entries



 SUB PHASE 

User Experience & Interaction Design

Involved Roles
UX Designer 
Interaction Designer

What happens in this stage?
Now that there is a general structure to the site 
and the content is organized well, its time to start 
thinking about what the page will look and how 
people will use it.

User Experience Designers study “how a person 
feels when interacting with a website, web app, or 
piece of software.” 

UX Designers work to reduce complexity in 
websites so that they are easier to use, helping 
the users meet their goals more efficiently. “They 
look at things like ease of use, perception of value, 
utility, and efficiency in performing tasks.

UX Designers take all the information that has 
been established in earlier phases and start 
designing pages at a very basic level. These pages– 
called Wireframes–allow the dev team and users 
start to think concretely about interacting with the 
page. This is why UX Designers can sometimes be 
called Interaction Designers.

Benefits for visual designers
The deliverables that come out of the UX phase 
give VC Designers a rough framework to start their 
visual design. Once the team is past this phase, all 
of the content has been defined and organized into 
“pages of information.” Now the VC Designer can 
focus on how the UI can benefit the site.

Benefits for developers
Wireframes usually give developers enough page 
structure to get started on development. By 
creating relatively complete wireframes it can buy 
VC more time to create a visual design. It is ideal if 
the VC Designer can consult with the UX Designer 
as their making the wireframe. UX Designers are 
not usually trained in page layout.

Wireframes
“Wirframes (WFs) are bare-bones layout of a web 
page. It is a simple drawing of the chunks of 
information and functionality for key pages on 
the site. They include containers for all the major 
elements of the page:

• navigation
• placeholders for images
• content
• funtional elements (search fields)
• footer”  

(Anderson, 2010). 

WFs purposefully do not include references to 
typography, color, or style. They communicate 
basic layout, function, and interaction only. They 
are a great way to prioritize content in the layout. 
They should be as sketchy as possible.

In addition to layout, WFs also provide contextual 
notes to describe interaction or functionality on 
certain areas of the site.
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http://a.
ganci.me/
smash 
MagUXD

Anderson, E. (2010). Interact with Web standards: A holistic approach to Web 
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 SUB PHASE 

Visual Design or User Interface Design

Involved Roles
Visual Designer

Building a User Experience
Now that there is organization of the content, 
understanding of the user, and structure to the 
site, it is time to create a visual design, or UI.

The UI Design is the glue that holds all the other 
pieces of the process together. It is the actual 
product that users interact with. Any perceived 
issues with the product are usually manifested 
through the UI.

It’s important to know that your design will need to 
incorporate all of the work that has gone into the 
site before it gets to you. As the Visual Designer, 
you should make an effort to be involved in all the 
stages of production. We can’t design in a vacuum 
any more.

Visual Communication Design
The principles and process that we use to design 
in the printed or physical space still apply to 
on-screen design. Establishing visual hierarchy, 
repetition, proximity, color, texture, tone, 
typography and context are just as important–if not 
more–in the digital space.

The visual design is part of the user experience.

Deliverables
The deliverables you are responsible for during 
your phase will vary depending on the team you 
are working with. You could be responsible for any 
of the following:

Mockups
Hi-fidelity (hi-fi) designs are the most common 
deliverable, for short they are often called 
mocks or hi-fi mocks. These are flat designs that 
convey an ideal state of a page. Remember every 
computer and browser will render the page slightly 
differently which is why we call it an ideal state 
mock. This sets the bar for front-end development.

Style Guide or Spec
Because of the flexible nature of the web, it is 
common to have a style guide that accompanies 
the mock. This can be code (CSS) or a flat 
document. They take many different forms, but 
their goal is always to spell out styles that will 
carry through the site. Body copy, background 
colors, the size of images, etc. should all stay 
consistent and documented in the style guide.  
See an example of a style guide I made on the  
next page. Sometimes these are referred to as 
a spec document or sheet. Spec being short for 
specification.

Key State styles
Remember that on-screen design is never static. 
Content can animate, buttons look like their being 
pushed and clicking on one aspect of the page can 
change the appearance dramatically. A a visual 
designer, you should have an idea how you want 
items like buttons to look if they are hovered over 
or pressed down. We make a key state guide to 
show what these objects look like in all of their 
various states.

There are many things that can have states on the 
page. If you want something to animate, you have 
to show the developer what you want to happen. 
See my examples on the following pages.

Assets or component images
These are small images that are not able to be 
made in code. It could include icons, logos, 
background patterns and more. Make sure you  
talk to your developer about what file formats  
they need.
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Example of a style guide or spec sheet.

Key state specs - animation storyboard



Key state specs - button states
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DEFINE

Deliverables

Sub-phase

Sitemap Wireframe or 
Prototype

Hi-fi UI Mock or  
Style Guide

HTML  
and CSS

GATHER DESIGN DEVELOP MAINTAIN ••••••

VISUAL DESIGN: FILES MANAGEMENT

These notes will go over a few best practices for visual 
designers in digital production.

Involved Roles
UI Designer
Graphic Designer
Visual Designer
VC Designer

File size
It is important to keep your file sizes low when working 
in digital design, especially on the Web. Remember that 
any time you see an image on a website, it has been 
downloaded to your computer from a server. Larger files 
mean longer download times. There are a variety of 
ways to compress images for the web so that they can 
be downloaded faster. Each filed format offers different 
ways to compress an image for the web.

Another thing you can do to keep file size down is 
to make sure the image is trimmed to exactly the 
dimension you need it. If its filling a 300px column, 
make sure your file is only 300px in Photoshop. 

GIF
The Graphic Interchange Format (GIF) was a format 
designed specifically to be viewed on screen. A GIF 
cannot have more than 256 colors. GIFs reduce the 
number of colors in order to make the file smaller.  
As you reduce colors, multiple, similar shades will be 
conflated into one color. The less colors there are, the 
smaller the file but conversely, the less detailed the 
image. Because there are a limited number of colors, 
elements like gradients and drop shaddow do not work. 

GIFs also support other digital features like animation 
and transparency. Although, the transparency is limited 
to a pixel being ‘on’ or ‘off.’

In digital  
develop-
ment, these 
titles are 
often inter-
changeable. http:// 

a.ganci.me/
JPGinfo

JPG
Joint Photographic Experts Group (JPG or JPEG) files 
are most idea for photographs. They allow for a broader 
range of colors than GIFs. However, they do not support 
transparency. JPGs are compressed by removing detail in 
the image. This is why we call an image that looks blurry 
or of poor quality “Jpg’d”

“JPEG compression is a “lossy” form of compression 
which means that, when it is used, a certain amount of 
data contained in the image file is discarded. Once it’s 
gone you can’t get it back; it’s gone for good.”

JPGs are the only image format that we use on the web 
(other than PDF, which isn’t really an image format) 
that can also be used in print. This means it supports 
both CMYK and RGB colorspaces. GIFs and PNGs only 
support RGB.

PNG
Portable Network Graphics files were created to replace 
GIF files. They compress images in the same way but 
are not limited to 256 colors. They also support Alpha 
transparency which means you can use true transparent 
images. Gradients and drop shadows are not an issue 
with PNGs. PNGs are lossless so they compression will 
not multiply like it will with JPGs. PNGs tend to be 
slightly bigger files because they hold a lot of detail.

SVG
The Scalable Vector Graphic format is a way to include 
vector images on the web. They have been around since 
2001 but are just know starting to become popular 
thanks to responsive web design. SVGs work just like any 
other vector format, The image can be scaled to any size 
without losing detail. SVGs require back-end support in 
development. They have to be rendered using special 
code/processes in the browser. Talk to your developer 
before using SVGs.
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File Organization
When you have images on a web page, they are simply 
links to a separate file. When the browser reads the 
HTML file, it sees that there should be an image, finds  
it on that specific image on the server and then 
downloads it and displays it in place.

Computers are not forgiving, they deal in strict rules. 
This is why it’s very important to keep a well organized 
file structure when you are building a web page.

When you link an image to a webpage, the location of 
that image cannot move the file unless you change the 
link in the code. This will make more sense when you 
start working in HTML and CSS. In the meantime, you 
should get in the habit of organizing your files well all 
the time.

The Importance of Layers
It’s good practice to keep your file as layered as possible 
in any form (print or digital). Layered files equals 
editablity, which is critical when working in the web. 
Creating well-labeled, layered files will allow you or 
your developer to go back into the file and easily take 
measurements or change a single element on the page 
without starting over.

Working in a program like Fireworks will help with  
this because every element you bring on to the  
canvas will remain a separate layer and is directly 
selectable/ediatble.

In web design, you are often working in the confines of 
a determined page design (header, footer, grid are the 
same). Working in layers allows you to keep the header, 
footer, etc. the same consistently while allowing you 
easily swap out the body of the page with a new group  
of layers.
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Prototype

Hi-fi UI Mock or  
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HTML  
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FRONT-END DEV: WHERE DESIGN & DEVELOPMENT MEET

Front-end development (FED) is when the de-
signed UI becomes a real, working page. A lot of 
times there are back-end features that still need to 
be plugged in to the site.

Involved Roles
Front-end Developer
User Experience Engineer
UI Designer/Visual Designer

What happens in this stage?
If you (the designer) are developing the site 
yourself, this is where you would translate your 
design into code. If your site involves more 
complex features, it will be necessary to find a 
front-end developer to turn your design into code.

Front end development always starts with HTML 
and adds additional language as necessary. The 
more complicated the site, the more development 
will be necessary.

HTML defines the structure and semantic view  
of the page.

CSS defines visual organization and how the  
page looks.

Javascript handles functionality and  
interactive behaviors.

Why FED is part of Design
Even if you are working with a developer to deliver 
the UI, this phase is crucial to the outcome. FED 
is actually part of designing. The process of coding 
the UI is cyclical with the act of designing. New 
things may be possible that a Visual Designer 
would not have thought about. Without FED, 
the design will ultimately suffer, wasting all the 
planning that has come before (IA, UX, VC). Below 
is a section of an article about the importance of 
FED within Design.

“Have you ever been part of a UX design team and 
delivered wireframes or a User Interface Specification 
(UI spec) to Engineering only to have them come back 
and say, “You can’t do that?” Or, have you delivered 
a detailed UI spec only to find that the resulting user 
interface differed in meaningful ways from your design? 
We find this to be more common than not in the 
software industry. Resolving such disconnects requires 
more time and negotiation, extends deadlines, and 
frankly, frustrates everyone who is part of the discussion, 
including User Experience, Engineering, and Product 
Management.

When UX teams are responsible for actually building the 
front-end, presentation-layer code—not just delivering 
visual representations that it may or may not be possible 
to build, they can deliver more innovative, delightful, 
and high-impact user experiences. Moreover, they deliver 
these superior experiences much faster and at a much 
lower cost—by an order of magnitude!

http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2012/04/ 
great-user-experiences-require-great-front-end-
development.php
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DEFINE

Sub-phase

GATHER DESIGN DEVELOP MAINTAIN ••••••

DEVELOP: BEHIND THE SCENES

MAINTAIN: KEEPING THINGS RUNNING

Involved Roles
Back-end Developers
Testers

What happens in this stage?
The development phase is usually reserved for 
more involved or complex coding. This part of 
development is usually involved in database or 
dynamic work. Often, the functionality that is de-
veloped in this phase is the core feature of a web 
service. For example, Google is nothing without its 
search engine relevancy algorithms. No amount of 
UX can fix bad development.

Involved Roles
Editors/Copywriters
Business Representatives
Development teams
Usability Researchers

What happens in this stage?
A website should be made to live on well after the 
initial launch. In fact, depending on the type of 
site, it can become outdated the second that it is 
launched. You have to have some form of mainte-
nance plan in place to keep your site usable and 
useful. This can just be you updating text or im-
ages over time or it could be several development 
teams dedicated to maintenance.

Depending on how involved the development 
is, this phase can take a lot longer than Design. 
Because of that, Dev can often start while Design 
is going on. Always keep in mind that your design 
may need to flex in the future due to things that 
are happening on Development.

Testing
When developers finish a piece of code, they send 
it testers who put it through a series of tests to 
ensure that the code functions properly. If the 
product is a website they have to check to make 
sure the site will work the same in all browsers on 
all machines.

Content Management Systems
A big part of site maintenance lies in updating 
copy or images (aka content) on a regular basis. 
Due to the complexity of some site, it could be 
hard for a site copyrighter or editor to update 
content. To solve this, a tool called a Content 
Management System (CMS) can be put in place to 
give editors a graphic user interface to input new 
content. CMSs are very common today and can 
function very much like Word or similar software.

For example, when you upload something (a 
statuds message, photo, etc.) to Facebook you are 
essentially using a CMS.

DEVELOPMENT TESTING EDITORIAL AND DEVELOPMENT MAINTENANCE
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