Web content designing
Web design is the art of designing appearance of the content (usually hypertext or hypermedia) that is submitted to an end-user through the World Wide Web (www), by way of a Web browser or other Web-enabled software[1]. For instance the internet is used to display the web pages. Website design has evolved from using HTML (Hyper Text Markup Language) for simple designs to using CSS, XML and Adobe Flash to design more complicated websites. The essence of all this evolution is to increase the appeal of the users' to the website. Two of the major factors that affect the users' appeal to a website are aesthetics and usability. This treatise seeks to discuss the extent to which these factors may or may not influence the users' appeal to a website.

The users appeal to a website is determined by the "user experience" gotten from the user after he or she has interacted with the website. User experience can be described as "the quality of experience a person has when interacting with a specific design."[2] Some of the user experiences goals are satisfying, enjoyable, pleasurable, entertaining and exciting. Some of the bad user experiences are boring, frustrating and annoying. The user experience theory was promoted by Don Norman, User Experience Architect at Apple Computer, Inc. in 1993[3]. He developed the design principles which are used to evaluate a product in terms of its user experience. These principles are visibility which deals with providing the user with a product that enables the user know what to do next. This can be in the form of using labels to tell the user what function each button performs. For instance, in my journal I made note of how labels were not provided on a watch so I had difficulty using it for the first time. The affordance principle talks about the property of a device that enables its users know how to operate it. For example the strap on the watch enables us know that it should be worn on the wrist.

Constraints can be described as another design principle which involves restricting the user's ability to perform an action in order to prevent mistakes. Feedback is another design principle which involves giving an output back to the user to enable the user know that an action has been performed such as the beep sound the watch makes whenever a button is pressed. Consistency deals with sticking to the same way of designing in order to make users familiar with subsequent products. This makes products easier to use because its terms and functions are the same as the previous ones. The last principle involves aligning buttons and the functions they perform in such a way that each button corresponds with the right action.

Aesthetics is "the branch of philosophy dealing with beauty and taste"[4]. It is concerned with that which pleases our senses such as vision and touch. Aesthetics in website design usually touches on three components of pleasure which are socio-pleasure, psycho-pleasure and Ideo-pleasure.[5] Socio-pleasure can be described as what we enjoy when we interact with a product. The pleasure one gains when he is able to accomplish a task is what is known as Psycho-pleasure. Entities such as books, art and music also give us some amount of pleasure; this is known as Ideo-pleasure. Some web designers believe a combination of these factors; can make a website appealing to the user.

Some of the advantages of aesthetics in website design are that it appeals to the user's senses; hence the user is attracted to the website. This is because, it enables the website give the user a good first impression. It also enables the user remember the website. This is because; humans naturally remember things that they like. Aesthetics also lets the user know how sophisticated or modern a website is. This is because, implementing aesthetics comes with some level of skill and technological advancement. For instance, really old websites do not have Adobe Flash animations on them.

Too much aesthetics on a website has some disadvantages. One of them is that aesthetics makes opening pages really slow. This is because, some of the technology used to provide these features reduce the speed of opening pages on the website. Another disadvantage of aesthetics is that, sometimes they can be really annoying and distracting after a while. This is because, when users keep seeing an animation play over and over again they get tired of seeing it.

"The capability of the software to be understood, learned, used and attractive to the user when used under specified conditions is its usability"[6]. This is the measure of how easy a website is to use. One of the ways of measuring a website's usability is by evaluating it according to Jakob Nielson's heuristics. Internal consistency, simple dialogue, shortcuts, minimizing user's memory load, preventing errors, feedback and internal locus of control are some of the heuristics[7].

Internal consistency means that the user should not have a problem determining what a word, term or phrase means in different sections of the website. Each item should mean the same thing in all areas of the website. The simple dialogue heuristic is more concerned about the website having a simple look with less information as possible. This means that all irrelevant information should be removed from the user's sight. Another heuristic requires that the user should not be stressed to remember anything from one part to the other of the website. It should be designed in such a way that the user should use recognition instead of recall from memory.

Shortcuts should also be provided to enable experienced or experts use the website faster. This can be done by providing a way by which users can shorten long procedures such as search tools on the website. The website should be designed in such a way that, it should have the ability to prevent the users from making mistakes. For instance, using logical constraints such as disenabling textboxes, to prevent users from entering the wrong text. Users should also be provided with sufficient feedback. This means that, the users should be kept in touch about what is going on at all times. For example, a sitemap to show the user where he is currently at on the website. The website should also provide an emergency way of exiting a page or command without any long procedures involved.

Due to the rapid increase in the number of websites available on the internet, it is very possible to have more than a hundred websites that provide the same information and perform the same functions. Since there is competition amongst the websites, the users have various choices. Hence if a website is slow to use, gives poor feedback or is difficult to learn how to use, the user just exits the website and moves on to the next available one. This is why website designers spend time to improve websites usability.

Some of the advantages of website usability are that it makes the website easier to use. This is because, the website is designed to match the users requirements. Users can learn how to use the website faster. For example features such as icons, colours and symbols provide the user with some amount of visibility and affordance. Another advantage of usability in website design is that, users can also appreciate the design and functions that the website provides. This is because, since usability does not make users go through a steep learning curve, hence they are able to use the website to its optimum functionality.

On the other hand, usability can lead to the website becoming too dull and unattractive. This is because; designers try to make their websites comply with all the heuristics which makes them ignore the other aspects of the website design. For instance they end up having a very efficient and effective website with no aesthetical features. Don Normans website (http://www.jnd.org) is a very good example of how focusing on too much usability can reduce the aesthetics of a website. The website tries really hard to follow all the design principles and focuses less on beautifying the website.

The reason why I choose this topic to discuss is due to the knowledge I acquired after doing a literary review on "Bringing Design to Software". It is generally a book written by Terry Winograd which teaches designers how to make software that really functions by making it suitable and efficient. He tries to achieve this purpose by drawing principles from other areas of design and applying them to software design. One of the sub-topics in my literary review that drew my attention is "Users' choice (functionality vs. usability)".

In this sub-topic Paul Saffo who is worked on the analysis of the current and future developments of cyberspace; the networked communication, computing and information world. He argues that the trend of customer demand for products depends mostly on its functionality instead of what designers' term as "user friendliness". This is because he believes that the success and failures of some products on the market for the past two decades supports his argument. From my point of view, I believe that the reason why people purchased a lot of products with a high functionality level was because of fashion. This is because from the early 1990's, users where influenced by the media and the technology hype which was generated around that time. For example most movies were about the future and people using high technology devices. Hence customers were looking for tools with higher technological advancements. This put stress designers to focus on developing products with high functionality instead of usability.

On the other hand, the reason why products with high functionality features were a success in the market at that time was that users at that time were actually willing to learn. Mitchell Kapor, who was one of the first people in the microcomputer industry, supports this point in my literary review. She talks about how users felt that their inability to use software was their fault hence they actually struggled to learn how to use the product. Hence instead of users complaining about the poor usability of a product, they actually learnt how to use the product.

One can argue that functionality sometimes comes with aesthetics as a single package. This is because, the use of aesthetics leads designers to increase the functionality features of a product. This is very evident in website design because most aesthetic designs accompany high level technological features. For example the use of CSS, XML and Adobe Flash on websites allows designers to add more functionality features. This throws more light on the aim of this essay, which discusses how aesthetics and usability can influence the users' appeal to a website.

From my point of view, aesthetics attracts users to the website through the way it appeals to the user's senses. It also gives the user an all overall impression of the website. This can influence the users appeal to the website positively. This gives user experiences such as joy, excitement and pleasure. Usability enables users learn how to use websites faster and easily. This is because it involves satisfying universal user requirements. This targets user experiences such as satisfaction. I believe these two factors can influence the users appeal to the website. The only problem is that, the designer must learn how to strike the right balance between aesthetics and usability. A good blend of this two factors would enhance the user experience and hence the users' appeal to the website.
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