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CSS Grid Layout is the hottest 
tool in web design right now, 
and Tim’s guide on page 76 tells 
you how to make responsive 
layouts previously not possible 
w: ttimsmith.com
t: @smithtimmytim

  Welcome

We came across Matej Latin’s Better Web 
Typography email course a few months ago and 

instantly fell in love with the idea that web designers 
and developers should be paying more attention to 
the art of web typography. Matej argues that web 
design is 95 per cent typography, and he brilliantly 
explains why in this month’s cover feature.

 Matej’s Ten Rules for Better Web Typography is an 
essential list for every web developer concerned with 
making standout websites. Dive in to the feature to 
discover how to shape your paragraphs and pick the 
perfect font, when less is sometimes more, and why 
you should be using ligatures. Head to page 60 right 
now to find out how you can help build a better web.

This month’s second feature looks at the service 
design revolution, and specifically how it can revamp 
your design team for the better and help you easily 
understand your customers’ needs. Even if you think 
your team is working at an optimum level, Luis 
Rodriguez’s guide is sure to raise some eyebrows.

If you’re seeking some inspiration this month, 
look no further than our exclusive interview with 
accessibility advocate Marcy Sutton, a profile on 
award-winning French design agency Waaark, and 
an in-depth look at how Johnson Banks made their 
eye-catching new company website, which is the 
envy of agencies all over the world.

Enjoy the issue!
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Product design
GET YOUR PRIORITIES RIGHT
What should be a designer’s main priority 
while designing a product?
J Moran, Raleigh, NC
CT: The biggest priority should be the 
product’s success – that’s what you get 
paid for, after all! It means you need to 
be really aligned with your client or 
stakeholders on the purpose and 
priorities of the product and its success 
metrics. But, as a designer, you should 

also be concerned with the human 
beings who use that product. It’s a bit of 
a juggling act, but I usually find that 
designing a product that serves its users 
well will usually make it successful for 
the business. The biggest priority when 
starting on a new product should be 
making sure you are solving the right 
problem. And then learning as much as 
you can about that problem. You should 
then be really focused on success. I like 
to say, “I’m here to make your product a 

Will css grid degrade gracefully in older 
browsers that don’t fully support it?
Stephen M, Liverpool, UK

  QUESTION OF THE MONTH

send your questions to netmag@futurenet.com

Practical  
advice from 

industry experts

Thomas Park
An expert on web 
development, interface 
design and user research, 
Thomas works in  
human-computer 

interaction and computing education at 
Drexel University in Philadelphia. 
w: thomaspark.co 
t: @thomashpark

Chris Thelwell
Chris is a design leader in 
the UK and Australia 
specialising in disrupting 
markets, creating 
innovative products and 

building design teams. 
w: christhelwell.com 
t: @christhelwell

This monTh feaTuring...

As hyped as we are that CSS Grid has landed, only one third of browsers currently 
support it. Neither Internet Explorer or Edge follow the current specification, and you 
only have to go back a release or two on other browsers such as Firefox, Chrome and 
Safari to lose support. TP: CSS feature queries to the rescue. All you need to do is wrap 
your grid rules in a @supports (display: grid) statement to apply it conditionally, and your 
fallback code in @supports not (display: grid). When CSS Grid is universal, you can remove 
the fallbacks. This approach will handle Edge and older versions of the other browsers. 
Degrading gracefully in Internet Explorer 11 or older will require some extra work.

Squaring up CSS Grid enables you to lay out page items in rows and columns
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Q&As

success,” over, “I’m here to do the UX.” 
One of the most important questions to 
ask your client or stakeholder is, “What 
does success look like?” Without 
knowing this, you’re designing blind. 
Once you know you’re solving the right 
problem, and you have defined how 
you’ll be successful, then you’re into  
the proper design. At this point, you 
should be focusing on reducing risk by 
bringing it forward and testing any 
assumptions. And then lastly: iteration, 
lots and lots of iteration.

uX
FURTHER EDUCATION
if you were designing a uX undergraduate 
course, what modules would be essential to 
equip graduates for real-life projects? 
Gary Cooper, Cheshire
CT: I interview a lot of junior designers 
or recent graduates. They come with a lot 
of UX-type skills, but one thing I usually 
find them lacking is the softer type of 
skills that are essential for doing well in 
this industry. These include:

People skills: As a UX designer, it’s 
essential that you are able to get along 
with other people, whether they be 
users, stakeholders, other designers or 
developers and teammates. 

Whiteboard skills: I’m fast realising that 
my job is not to work a computer, most 
of the time a UX designer is stood up in 
front of a whiteboard using those people 
skills from above. I see too many junior 
designers who are frightened of doing 
their work in front of others.

Facilitation and collaboration skills: 
The best solutions come from groups of 
highly-motivated people who are aligned 
to the same goal. It’s the designer’s job 
to facilitate these teams and get them 
to the brilliant solution that lies ahead. 
Having a toolbox of well-practised 
facilitation techniques is very valuable.

Writing skills: Being able to write about 
your own design and the decisions you 
made is a great way to learn more about 
yourself and your trade. One of the best 
things I did was to start writing.

css grid
WORDPRESS THEMES
is anyone doing css grid theme 
development with WordPress yet?
Sue Jenkins, Lucky Chair News, USA
There aren’t many WordPress themes 
boasting CSS Grid quite yet, but you 
can be sure that theme developers are 
working on it.
TP: CSS Grid was made for just the kind 
of layouts you find with WordPress: 
it allows multi-column sites to be 
implemented with more efficient code, 
and makes it possible to create even 
more inventive layouts. And in the 
long run, theme developers will find it 
easier to maintain their code. As soon as 
browser support hits critical mass, you’ll 
start to see themes switching over.

css grid
MAKE THE SWITCH
What’s the recommended transitioning 
process from an existing grid framework 
to a vanilla css grid?
Julian Gaviria, New Jersey, USA
TP: If you’re using an HTML grid 
framework like Bootstrap, your markup 
is probably peppered with non-semantic 
classes, such as .col-md-8 or .col-sm-
offset-2. One way to ease the transition 
to vanilla CSS grid is by adopting a 
CSS Grid framework, like Susy, first. 
By doing so, you trade in those classes 
for semantic classes like .sidebar and 
.content, maintaining a better separation 
between content and style. Eventually, 
you can replace the CSS Grid framework 
with your own code that makes use of 
vanilla CSS Grid, with no changes to your 
markup. Or you can jump straight in. 
Just don’t forget to include fallback rules 
using CSS features queries!

 3  s i m p l e  s t e p s
How do you choose the 
right prototyping tool for 
your projects?
Gary Cooper, Cheshire

CT: Prototyping is perhaps one of the  
most important parts of the design 
process. With prototyping we can test 
ideas with users, we can be wrong, we can 
learn, but most importantly of all we can 
do this quickly But choosing the right tool 
can make or break the outcome. Be sure to 
ask yourself these three questions:

WhaT do you WanT To learn?
Want to test if you have the flow 
through a process right? Look at 

tools like InVision or Marvel. Want to know 
if users can complete an online form 
usefully? You’ll need tools like Axure or a 
real coded prototype.

WhaT reSourCeS do you have?
If time’s short, explore quick paper 
prototypes (you can use InVision or 

Marvel to turn these into clickable 
prototypes). Have a bigger team, and dev 
skills? There’s nothing better than a coded 
prototype as the code can go towards the 
final product. 

hoW Will you TeST?  
Are you testing with real users? Are 
there technical constraints with the 

test? How will you record the test or 
collect feedback? And what will you do 
with the prototype? All these decisions will 
help you choose the right tool.

learning experience You can find a global list of UX 
degrees at uxmastery.com/resources/ux-degrees



10      july 2017

Network

C O O L  S t u f f
W e  L e a r n e d
t h i S  m O n t h 
 
InclusIve components 
desIgn

Accessibility expert 
Heydon Pickering 

breaks down the principles 
of inclusive design and 
applies them to different 
website components, 
making the information 
available for your particular 
situation. He describes the 
site as, “a blog trying to 
be a pattern library,” with 
each post proposing a 
more robust and accessible 
version of the component 
under scrutiny.
inclusive-components.design

learn css grId
No doubt learning CSS 
Grid is somewhere 

on your to-do list. To get 
you started, Jen Simmons 
has compiled this list of 
the best resources on the 
web for doing that, kicking 
off with the excellent work 
of Rachel Andrew, which 
includes screencasts and a 
website full of examples. 
jensimmons.com/post/feb-
27-2017/learn-css-grid

the hIstory of the Web
If you feel nostalgic 
for the early days of 

the web, you can indulge 
yourself and learn some 
interesting things with this 
great series of articles, 
each chronicling the history 
of an aspect of the web. 
Read online or get it in 
your inbox.
thehistoryoftheweb.com/
archives

17.65%
people using web 
builders to make 
their own sites

8.82%
economic 
uncertainty making 
clients reluctant to 
commit to big 
projects

2.94%
customers 
expecting very long 
payment terms

2.94%
finding funding – 
banks aren’t willing 
to lend to small 
businesses

26.47%
Increased competition 

– the industry is 
becoming even  
more crowded

29.41%
finding the 

right staff

5.88%
losing business as 

clients build up 
their own teams

5.88%
nothing 

major – it’s 
going great! 

What are the tOp buSineSS 
ChaLLengeS fOr Web agenCieS?

  THE POLL

Commercial awareness: 
why is client asking for a 
particular feature/

process/change? Not just 
graduates, though! 
@RichardCarter 

 People straight from 
school/university treat 
work like doing an exam 

- i.e. abc problem has xyz 
answer, and asking for the 
answer. 
@_LeonBrown

 People skills. Self-
motivation. Not asking 
enough questions. 

Asking too many questions. 
General office behaviour. 
@nonswearyphil

Solid research skills, 
including data analysis. 
@WorldofKnight 

 Listening and 
observation, 
collaboration (not just 

graduates though), empathy 
(again, not just graduates). 
@antz29

 Humility, wisdom, and 
patience. 
@bmeeks24

 Knowledge of 
vulnerabilities and 
associated mitigations. 

@JezD7588

Humility, drive and 
empathy. 
@Benjieboo 

 Trust in their ability to 
make decisions. 
@Candorem

 From our timeline  
What skills do you find most lacking when 
recruiting graduates?



San FranciSco 
9 June 2017

14 speakers, two tracks, one amazing day

www.generateconf.com
TickeTS on sale now
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Side project

net: Tell us what JuniorJobs is.
AP: JuniorJobs is a curated list of entry-level jobs 

in UK tech and design. That’s it. There are no crazy 
search options and no logins – it’s just a list.

net: What inspired this project?
AP: I’ve always wanted to build some sort of job 
board, mostly inspired by my experience of being a 
recent graduate and looking for a job. But the project 
also started before I had graduated, with a website 
that I started with a few course mates. We built a site 
where students could find internships, which worked 
pretty well. However, starting a new project of that 
size when you also have final-year project deadlines 
isn’t the best idea! JuniorJobs is a way stripped back 
version at the moment, but I would like to eventually 
scale it up.

net: Who is the project aimed at, and why and how 
will it help them?
AP: The project is aimed at helping junior developers 
and designers find their first gig. It’s something that I 
remember wanting when I was still studying at 
university. I wanted to keep the project really niche, 
as I think that it will be way more useful that way, 
rather than letting it become saturated with 
irrelevant postings.

net: What techniques/technologies did you  
use to build JuniorJobs?
AP: From a technical point of view, the site is super 
simple. It’s a static site, hosted on S3. It uses Spike, a 
static site generator based around Webpack. It’s very 
much an MVP, which I hope to expand and add some 
more functionality to in the future, but for now it 
serves its purpose. If you’d like to see the source code, 
it’s all open source (github.com/alexpate/juniorjobs).

net: What was your biggest challenge?
AP: Remembering to keep it simple. It’s so easy, even 
with a basic one-page project like this, to add in 
features that aren’t useful. The first version of this 
site had double the amount of features. Each category 
had its own page – it had a proper search feature – but 
none of that stuff is really useful, and it subtracts 
from the original idea of simplicity.

net: What has been the reaction to JuniorJobs?
AP: It’s been really well received. I think helping 
juniors find their first job is such a large issue that 
any tool or project is welcomed. One of the biggest bits 
of feedback is to open it up to other countries. 
Although this seems like the obvious next step, I’m 
slightly hesitant in doing so, as managing and 
curating jobs from one country is a large enough task 
as it is! That said, if anyone wants to start curating 
jobs for their country, or wants to submit a job that 
they’re hiring for, totally get in touch!

net: What do you do in your day job?
AP: I’m a UI Engineer at Lystable. I work with both 
engineering and design to ensure that our product is 
as finely polished as it can be.

JuniorJobs
Alex Pate has used his experience of job hunting 

to create this helpful tool for graduates

 Side project of the month

 Info

job: UI Engineer,  
Lystable

w: alexpate.uk

t: @alexjpate 
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FEED
Clients from hell

clientsfromhell.net

I was building a complex website for a 
client who disappeared half way through. 

I sent many emails in vain, and didn’t get any 
response. Once my due diligence was more than 
exhausted, I just held on to the deposit and 
decided the ball was in her court. 

A half year later, she came back with a 
completely new website idea. Against my better 
judgement, I agreed to build this new site for the 
money she’d already paid me. Surprise, surprise, 
during development she started adding features 
that she wanted free of charge. Against my 
better judgment again, I agreed as a favour. I 
completed the site, she approved it, and it 
launched. If only that were the end of the story.
Client: Hey, I was thinking there were a few 
more things I’d like to add to the site…
Me: I’m happy to do that, but we are WELL 
outside the scope of the contract. If you want 
further revisions I’m going to have to charge. 

She threw what I can only describe as a hissy 
fit but, begrudgingly, agreed to pay me. Except 
the first few requests become another round of 
requests… and another, and when I told her I’ll 
need to charge her again, she blew up. 

Client: This is ridiculous. You promised me a site, 
and it isn’t even close. This is UNUSABLE. 
By this time, the site had been working fine for 
weeks. All the changes she’d requested were 
minor or some extraneous features that were 
for some reason urgent.
Me: I’ve been working on this site for weeks, 
and by estimates you’ve gotten dozens of hours 
of unpaid labour from me. I’m not going to do 
more free work. I’ll continue to host the site for 
a year for no additional cost – in that time I 
suggest you find another host and developer. 

For a month she sent me a berating email 
every few days; she demanded free support and 
threatened to sue. Finally I wrote back. 
Me: We have a contract, and what you’re asking 
for is outside its scope. If you sue, I’ll file a 
countersuit. Please do not contact me ever 
again, or I will consider harassment. 
Her response?
Client: Eat me. 

UnsavoUry demands
 Clients from hell

Exclusively for net: The latest in a series of anonymous 
accounts of nightmare clients

We asked our @netmag Twitter 
followers what skills they found 

candidates lacked the most when 
recruiting new staff.

ProbleM solving
Problem-solving abilities were a 

theme in our responses.  
@undiminished identified a lack of, 
“confidence dealing with clients to 
find out what their users need vs 
what the client asked for,” as an 

issue. He’s looking for people who 
can work out how to, “solve real vs 

perceived problems.”

DeCision-Making
For @Candorem, decision-making 

abilities are key, and they’re 
something that the formal 

education system fails to teach: 
“Anyone can learn techniques from 

tutorials online, but what makes 
someone truly valuable is being 

able to take an idea and fully 
explain the decisions that need to 

be made and why. Beyond that, 
how to determine if a decision 

made a positive or negative impact 
on the end product and what can 

be learned from it.”

The funDaMenTals
“Foundations,” said  

@mikeriley131. “Accessible, 
semantic mark-up, dry CSS, vanilla 

JS.” A common complaint among 
those looking to hire developers is 
candidates with an over-reliance 
on frameworks and insufficient 
ability with the fundamentals of 

the coding language.

PrePare for the 
job market

 how to
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Keeping fit and having an active mind is 
something I strive for, be it heading down a 

mountain bike trail or running the length of a 
football field to make a key match decision as a 
football referee. The majority of people always 
ask why I referee. The truth is I don’t know and I 
sometimes question that myself! 

I am currently a level-four referee, officiating in 
games from local amateur to the higher leagues 
of the Evo-Stik. I have also been lucky enough to 
officiate in the preliminary rounds of the women’s 
and men’s FA Cup and Vase games. I have taken 
part in an array of games as an assistant referee 
with the howling crowds behind me and in a field, 
in the freezing cold, with 22 players wanting a 
decision. You could call me mad, then again I have 
probably had worse!

Seven years of making snap decisions as 
accurately as possible has shaped who I am 
today. While being a web developer has its own 
challenges, there are similarities between these 
two career paths – mental toughness being one. 
We as developers have been there, trying to find a 
solution to an issue; we spend hours, days, even 
weeks finding the solution that can sometimes be 
staring us in the face. While I don’t go around a 
football field trying to find solutions, I do have to 

take information on board very quickly and make 
a decision. Once that decision has been made I 
must clear my mind ready for the next action. 
Sometimes your decisions are right, sometimes 
you’re wrong, but moving on is key. That ability to 
clear your mind is paramount to both 
development and officiating. While we as 
developers don’t normally class development as a 
high-pressure situation, sometimes we have to 
make coding decisions quickly to solve a problem 
that may be costing a client thousands.

Working at Katapult is great for my career as a 
man in black, as bi-monthly company sporting 
activities help with the training. Flexibility with 
time is also key, as sometimes I need to leave 
early to get to a game. 

Next time you watch a football game, think 
about the man in the middle. Yes, maybe the 
decision’s wrong or, heaven forbid, correct. But 
think, what if somebody was sat behind your desk 
questioning every line of code you wrote…

RefeReeing
Dave Maran tells us how taking decisive action on the pitch 

has influenced the way he thinks about web design
 bEyOnd PIxELs

Dave (@DaveMaran) is a front-
end web developer at Katapult 
in Derby, and he’s happy to chat 
football or development

Stuff i like

Paul anthony Webb
Web designer/developer

dsgn.io

Hyper
Terminal for macOS is great 

for what it does but could 
always be better. I discovered 

Hyper, a Terminal emulator 
that makes use of plugins to 

increase productivity. Multiple 
windows in a single tab 

certainly makes my local 
development neater!

hyper.is

FeatHers.js
Feathers is a super easy way 

to get started with making 
real-time API-based web 

apps. The framework itself is 
minimalistic and based on 
Express. It works with any 

database you can throw at it 
and is highly extensible. All 

my web apps are written with 
Feathers now.
feathersjs.com

atom
A good code editor is hard to 
find. Even if you find a great 

one, there’s always 
something that you’ll want to 
tweak. That’s why I love Atom 
– I can customise my coding 

environment to be perfect for 
me so I can focus on getting 

things done.
atom.io
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One of our aspirations at Jadu 
is to build the best place to 

work, that people will genuinely 
love, and to create great things. 
Everything from our environment, 
our products and services to our 
culture needs constant care and 
iteration, to make sure things stay 
fun and creative.

Putting a TARDIS [1] in the 
kitchen seemed an obvious 
decision when we needed more 
space… technology is what makes 
things happen, as if by magic, 
which is something we can relate 
to; Jadu means magic in Sanskrit. 
In fact, Jadu is massively influenced 
by British sci-fi writer Arthur C 
Clarke, who wrote in the 1960s 
that, “Any sufficiently advanced 

technology is indistinguishable 
from magic.” We take this to 
mean that users shouldn’t have 
to understand why things are 
working, only that they are.

Sci-fi influences are everywhere 
in the office, from our Millennium 
Falcon and R2D2 to a frozen-in-
Carbonite Han Solo [2]. It’s the 
first thing visitors see when they 
come in – he holds our guest passes 
for us. Star Wars is seen more as 
a religion by our founders than a 
collection of films - something 
that transcended cinema and 
became a pivotal moment the 
world over. We do try and keep Han 
and Darth Vader [3] a safe distance 
from each other though; he’s worth 
a lot to us.

However, our-eye tracking 
equipment [4] is worth a lot 
more! Jadu is a provider of web 
experience management software 
so we embrace all kit that helps us 
understand users - how they move 
about and their experiences online. 
It has delivered invaluable insights, 
and is constantly championed by 
our fabulous UXers here.

But among all the fancy tech, 
it is our coffee machine that has 
received the most love recently. 
It’s been upgraded to cope with 
demand, as a lot of our engineers 
are big coffee drinkers.

Finally, our HAL2000 magnet [5] 
gets a mention because he links 
our past and future. He’s from 
2001: A Space Odyssey, and Jadu 
was founded in 2001. But also he 
acts as a reminder of the arrival 
of AI, which will be a huge part of 
experiences online in the future. 

5

3

2
4

1

Zoë is PA to the directors and office 
manager at Jadu, and has been at  
the company for nine years. She likes 
making a difference.
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Jadu 
Zoë Culpin gives a guide to Jadu’s science fiction-inspired 

Leicester studio, Universe House
 wORkSPACE
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Opinions, thoughts & advice

Teaching  
wiTh empaThy

Joe Casabona gives his top tips for 
ensuring your students come away 
from your lessons with a new skill

 Imagine an infant that’s learning how 
to walk. This child is trying to learn 

something that you’ve done your whole 
life, minus a few years. How would you 
react? Most would offer encouragement 
and excitement. This infant is taking a big 
step (ha!) in their development. But imag-
ine someone reacting like this: “Come on! 
It’s easy. Obviously you just move your legs 
back and forth!”

That sounds pretty ridiculous, right? 
That would be discouraging the child by 
making it seem like they should already 
know how to walk. 

Now think about the last time you taught 
someone how to use WordPress or write 
JavaScript. Think about the last tutorial 
that you read. 

I’ve been using WordPress for 14 years; 
a lot of its functions and terminology are 
second nature to me. But for people who 
have never seen WordPress before, learn-
ing it can feel like learning to walk. The 

 Training
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same is true for learning anything. The last 
thing you want to do is discourage someone 
who’s learning. 

It’s important for us as teachers to have 
empathy for our students. Whether we 
are writing a tutorial or teaching a course, 
our approach and actions matter. Here are 
some tips for connecting and empathising 
with your students, no matter how or what 
you teach. 

RemembeR YouR  
FiRst time

How would you explain HTML vs CSS to 
someone? What about WordPress Posts vs 
Pages? Looking at these from a student’s 
point of view, HTML and CSS might have 
no noticeable differences. Nor might Posts 
and Pages. But you know that HTML ‘marks 
up’ a page and CSS ‘styles’ it. Posts display 
in reverse chronological order. Pages have 
no association with date.

That can sound pretty overwhelming 
to a first-time learner. I know because 
I’ve spoken like that to my students, and 
have been met with looks of total confu-
sion. Now think about the first time you 
learned something. You probably didn’t 
understand it on the first try. 

When I first started programming, I had 
trouble. I went through my whole first 
semester of college before I understood 
what I was doing. But after that, it clicked. 
I try to think about that moment every 
time I teach a new class. By remembering 
my first time learning and how I felt, I can 
empathise with my students more.

Know theY  
Don’t Know

On that same token, you should never talk 
down to someone who doesn’t know what 
you know.

I love the xkcd comic. It says that there 
are roughly 10,000 people every day that 
don’t know something. If you come across 
the opportunity, you are the one that gets 
to teach them.

You have an opportunity to teach your 
students, clients or even friends something 
new. Not to mention, it’s something you’re 
passionate about. Instead of getting upset 
when someone doesn’t know something, 
explain it to them. Show them it’s OK. 

your job as the teacher to make them feel 
comfortable. I tell them that’s OK - I’m 
here to help. I tell them: “If everyone could 
do what I do, I’d be out of work.”

It’s a small, lighthearted joke, but it’s 
true. Hopefully it makes the person I’m 
talking to feel more comfortable. 

If the student is comfortable, he or she 
will ask more questions, engage more, and 
ultimately learn better. 

Above all, you’re there to help. Make sure 
both you and your students know that. It 
goes a long way.

‘obviouslY’ Kills
“Obviously you go to Posts, Add New Post.” 
I hear people saying that a whole lot. I’ve 
said it. It’s a killer. 

It makes students feel like they should 
already know this stuff. You need to let 
them know that they shouldn’t, and it’s OK 
that they don’t. 

Instead, use terms to put them more at 
ease. “This can be confusing, but think of it 
this way.” Or, try to use an analogy to help 
relate the content. That goes a long way.

maKe them Feel  
moRe ComFoRtable

“I’m bad with computers” is something I 
hear all the time. That person is uncom-
fortable and very nervous. They are doing 
something they haven’t done before. It’s 

Joe (@jcasabona ) is a front-end developer who 
creates courses at WP in One Month. He also 
hosts the How I Built It podcast. P
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“It’s important for us as teachers to have
 empathy for our students. Whether we 

are writing a tutorial or teaching a course, 
our approach and actions matter”
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How to become a
public speaker 

Illustration by Kym Winters

Have you ever thought you could talk about UX, 
design or development in public? In this article, 

we’ll give you some reasons and tips to make this year 
the one where you stop talking about talking at an event 
and actually make it happen.

Every spring we hold a one-day ‘un-conference’ for 
people involved in UX, user research, interaction design 
and other related fields. The event is run in a bar camp 
style, and through the day we have about 50 presenta-
tions, workshops and discussions put on by attendees. 
Many of the presenters are first-time speakers. All of 
them survive. Speaking in public can seem daunting and 
scary as much as it is rewarding and fun. To encourage 
you to give it a go, we asked speakers at this year’s UX 
Camp Brighton for the tips they’d pass on.

Reasons to pResent
Why would I want to stand up in front of my peers and 
potentially embarrass myself? We hear this a lot, so let’s 
start with five reasons to give it a go:

• At every event we hear from previously nervous 
presenters about the satisfaction and joy they get from 
engaging an audience with their thoughts.

• You get to explore your chosen subject – there’s 
nothing like talking about a topic to force yourself to 
think about it in more detail.

• You get to practise a new skill, and it is a vital one to 
help develop and accelerate your career.

• Speaking at a public event looks good on your CV – 
even if it may go slightly wrong on the day!

• It provides the chance to give something back to the 
digital community you’ve probably learned a lot from.

How to make It Happen
Now we’ve got you thinking about why you might present 
in public, let’s give you some tips on how to go about it. 

stop tHInkIng, staRt doIng
Rebecca Hugo (@becstex) was a first-time and acciden-
tal speaker. She said, “If you’re thinking about trying it, 
go for it. Put your name down (or accidentally purchase 
the wrong ticket, like I did) and just commit. There is 
absolutely no pressure for you to provide the revolution-
ary talk of the century. If you’re uncomfortable or unsure 
about speaking directly, think about facilitating a work-
shop instead, and use the session to probe the minds of 
the professionals at your disposal.” 

Don’t let inertia or over-thinking get the better of you. 
Find an event you like the look of and apply. If it’s a bar 
camp, get a ticket. If it’s a conference, make a submission 
to the organisers. Only when you know you have a date 
and a time slot do you need to spend time writing your 
presentation and crafting your slides. 

Most conferences and meetups only require you to 
provide a title and brief outline for them to evaluate your 
proposal. This saves you time and is useful to get you to 
focus on the key points you want to communicate.

Once you have a place, let people know you’ll be speak-
ing. Tell your colleagues. Broadcast it on Twitter. Saying 
it in public will galvanise you to see it through.

  presenting

The organisers behind UX Camp Brighton share some tips to 
encourage you to give a conference talk
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staRt small 
When you think of presenting, it is easy to conjure up an 
image of being a small figure in a vast auditorium. This 
does not have to be the case. Michal Mazur’s (@mazi_
mazur) advice is to find the size and style of event that 
suit you. “I have given my first talk ever during the UX 
Camp Brighton 2017. The crowd is very encouraging and 
non-judgmental. It allows you to start small,” he said.

Peter Winchester (@Hello_Im_Peter), a returning 
speaker, offers the interesting analogy of how “present-
ing should be thought of like gigging. Start with a tiny 
venue, play a few small open mic nights, then you’ll end 
up at the UX equivalent of Wembley.”

Good places to find events to start speaking at include 
Meetup (www.meetup.com), Find UX Events (finduxevents.
com) – which has an international calendar of events that 
are both large and small – and Paper Call (papercall.io/
cfps), which lists conferences from around the world that 
are currently open for submissions.

FInd a topIc you caRe about
Reluctant speakers often say two things hold them back: 
‘What should I talk about?’ and ‘Why would anybody be 
interested in what I have to say?’

Rebecca Hugo experienced similar concerns before 
preparing her conference speech: “My worry became 
whether what I wanted to talk about held any merit. 
Would it be interesting, would I be telling professionals 
what they already knew, would it all sound silly?”

This is a common issue. Al Power (@alpower) counters 
with his advice: “Don’t think you have to be the expert 
or present something completely new. The audience are 
your peers and you are just sharing your learnings, and 
as people choose which talks to go to, they wouldn’t be 
there if they weren’t interested.”

Michal Mazur agrees with this approach. “Express 
yourself, tell people what you care about and it will be 
natural and easy,” he said.

Kathren Neuss (@kathyneuss) talked to other confer-
ence speakers to help find her angle. “My personal blocker 
was fear of not being insightful. Through voicing my fear 
to other people who had presented, I realised a perspec-
tive can be just as insightful, if not more so, than the 
topic that is under discussion,” she said.

You don’t have to be the world’s leading expert in a 
subject to talk about it. As many speakers find out, a 
passion for a subject and a personal perspective will 
always be of interest to an audience. 

talk to anyone wHo wIll lIsten
As UX designers we are adept at exploring multi-design 
ideas, iterating and refining with feedback. Presentations 
should be the same. Create a draft and road test it to 
whoever (or whatever) will listen. 

Peter Winchester suggests you, “start practicing your 
talk on people from its earliest possible conception, to 
anyone who’ll listen. You’ll be amazed at how different 
it sounds and runs out loud, rather than in your head.” 

Seasoned presenter Adrian Howard (@adrianh) starts 
by writing a series of thoughts on individual cards. “Once 
I get a sequence of cards that I think make a good talk, I 
give it to the wall, one of the dogs, my partner. If some-
thing doesn’t flow or it runs short/long, I tweak the cards 
and repeat. What I’m trying to do is tell the story.”

So, it’s a good idea to speak out loud to help you find 
your unique voice and style. Hearing the content will 
also help you to ensure your key takeaway messages are 
clear and well articulated.

do It oveR agaIn
Like all new skills, you get better the more you do them 
and even better with a little reflection. It’s not iteration 
if you only do it once. 

To discover where you can improve, simply ask your 
audience. A very good tip from Adrian Howard is to, 
“make feedback easy and anonymous. Tape a large bit 
of paper by the exit doors, divided in half for positive/
negative comments. Sprinkle post-it notes around the 
room and encourage folk to stick something up in both 
categories as they leave.” 

Then, a few days after your session, when the eupho-
ria has died down but the memory is still fresh, “make 
notes on what worked and what you need to do better 
next time.” This personal retrospective will help you 
develop both your specific session as well as your pres-
entation style. 

youR tuRn to speak up
Now it’s time to go and find an event to speak at and 
share your interests and experiences with an audience 
who are waiting eagerly to hear you talk.

UX Camp Brighton (@uxcampbrighton) is 
organised by Patrick Sansom, Luke Hay, Tom 
Prior, Tim Minor and Chris How. The next 
un-conference will be held in March 2018.
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“You don’t have to be the world’s leading expert in a subject to 
talk about it; passion for a subject and a personal perspective 

will always be of interest to an audience”
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Marcy Sut ton 
Words by Tom May

 

The accessibility expert and 
international speaker explains how 
pursuing a path that is aligned with 
her values has been key to career and 
personal fulfilment
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job: Senior web dev & accessibility 
advocate at Deque Systems
w: marcysutton.com
t: @marcysutton
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If you’ve never met an accessibility 
specialist, you might imagine them to 

be severe and intimidating people, ready to 
pounce on the slightest transgression of 
accessibility standards in your web designs. 
Happily, in our experience, that’s far from 
the case. Almost everyone we’ve ever met in 
this sphere has been engaging, charming 
and just all-round nice – and web developer 
and accessibility advocate Marcy Sutton fits 
right in to that mould. 

Currently living in Bellingham, 
Washington, and working as a senior front-
end engineer at Deque (pronounced ‘Dee-
cue’) Systems, which specialises in automated 
tools for testing the accessibility of websites, 
Sutton is a beacon of upbeat positivity and 
easy-going charm. And that’s no coincidence. 
Her sunny disposition, she says, is the direct 
result of her calling to accessibility. “I put in 
a lot of effort and energy, and in return I get 
back the world, ” she said with a smile. 

NeW career path
But it’s a path she took a while to embark on. 
Originally, Sutton wanted to be a 
photojournalist. But she graduated her Visual 
Journalism BA, at California’s Brooks 

Institute of Photography, at a time when 
newspapers were closing, digital cameras 
were becoming ubiquitous, and the job 
market was disappearing fast. She’d enjoyed 
building websites since high school, so now 
she decided to go all in, taking an associate’s 
degree in Web Design and Multimedia at the 
Art Institute of Seattle. Soon after, she found 
her first job as a web developer at boutique 
Seattle shop DEI Creative.

She was in her second job, around three 
years later, when accessibility entered her 
career in a big way. Working at another 
Seattle-based digital agency, POP, Sutton was 
made lead developer on the Target account. 
The retail giant had recently settled a class 
action lawsuit with the National Federation 
of the Blind over accessibility complaints 
with its website. Naturally, accessibility 
concerns were now baked into everything 
they did, and Sutton was at the epicentre. 

“I was starting from square one, but I had 
a lot of help from Target’s team, especially 
Steve Sawczyn and Todd Liebsch ,” she 
recalled. In the process, she fell in love with 
accessibility. “Not only did it contain cool 
technical challenges, it gave meaning to my 
work and reflected my values.”

Where does Sutton think those values 
stem from? “I think I get them from my 
mother ,” Sutton said. “She’s a very generous 
person who really cares about people, and 
I’ve tried to live my life like that too. So I 
found accessibility very rewarding to work 
on. I opened the door and thought, ‘That 
seems really solid, I want to do that.’” 

project paiNs
This proactive approach carried her through 
her next job, at digital product studio 
Substantial, where she used her smarts to 
bring Google’s Angular.js Material Design 
project into the firm’s orbit. 

“I was bouncing around on Twitter  
when an engineering manager on the 
Angular team asked if I’d be willing to speak 
at a conference, ” she explained. “I asked 
what the pay was, and he said there wasn’t 
any, but he might have some work for me to 
do… so it developed from there. Looking 
back, I was quite a plucky young person even 
to ask about being paid  ,” she added. “But I 
really believe that if you don’t ask for what 
you want, you won’t get anywhere.” 

She spent a year full-time on the project, 
where she was responsible for UX, 



Interview

 july 2017     29

accessibility auditing and engineering for 
the component library and docs website. She 
also started contributing to ngAria, the 
accessibility module, and 
Protractor, the end-to-
end testing framework. 
But she admitted that 
eventually it became too 
much for her. “By the 
end, I was super burned-
out; it was a firehose, ” 
Sutton said. 

There’s no bitterness 
to her recollection, 
though. “It’s just the way it is, in this 
industry, ” Sutton explained. “You  
get this initial rush of excitement, this 
feeling of ‘We’re going to do this!’ But then 
you just get to the point where you can’t keep 
going. It’s hard to sustain that level of 
attention forever.”

compatible attitudes 
Looking back, it was a turning point in her 
life and career. “Now, I’m a bit more measured 
about how I approach things ,” she said. “I 
realised you have to pace yourself and take 
care of yourself. I started to ride my bike 
more, and moved over to a new job.”

That new job was at Adobe, where she 
supported web-based product teams across 
the company as an accessibility engineer, as 
well as contributing to Adobe’s internal Web 
Components-based Coral UI framework. At 
first, it seemed the perfect fit. “With my 
background in photography, I was already 

an Adobe user ,” she said. “I was excited by 
the idea of making the tools I use every day 
more accessible.” Unfortunately though, her 

goal-oriented, let’s-do-it 
spirit didn’t quite mesh 
with the realities of 
working in a large 
organisation. “It’s a slow-
going ship, with all these 
legacy systems and 
c o d e b a s es,  ”  she 
explained. “So while I 
came in as an engineer 
saying, ‘Okay, what can I 

fix?’ I think they really needed more of a 
project-manager type.”

After seven months at Adobe, Sutton 
decided to move on. And while she’s keen 
not to criticise the company per se (“They 
are making some progress in making their 
tools more accessible ,” she noted), her next 
and current job was a real no-brainer. 

Deque Systems, a company specifically 
devoted to accessibility tools and consulting, 
was keen to poach her. It was an attractive 
proposition, because now, rather than 
working as the lone accessibility expert in 
an organisation, she’d be surrounded by 
fellow enthusiasts. 

“The job was exactly what I wanted ,” she 
beamed. “Working on accessibility tools and 
products with people who really know about 
it; people who do it full-time for a living, 
people I could really learn from.” 

As a senior front-end engineer working 
in a small, distributed team, Sutton is now 

involved in the development and evangelism 
of web accessibility tools, including aXe-core, 
an open source JavaScript accessibility 
testing engine that offers Chrome and Firefox 
extensions. She has also done technical 
accessibility consulting and documentation 
writing for enterprise clients. 

“As a smaller company, we have 
challenges,” she admitted. “But for me, doing 
my best work is more important than stock 
options. Now I’ve matured a little bit, I’m 
focused on managing my time and 
contributing to stuff that really matters.”

She sums up why it matters in one simple 
but powerful point. “Right now, I’m healthy 
and able-bodied ,” she says. “But if I did have 
a disability, I’d be less traumatised about it. 
Now I’ve seen people go on with their lives, 
I know I would go on too.” 

Indeed, many of Deque’s employees have 
disabilities themselves, she noted. “So when 
we’re building tools for developers, we know 
that first and foremost, we have to make 
them accessible to those colleagues.” 

Girl poWer
Sutton doesn’t just share her passion for 
accessibility through her work. She also 
spreads the word far and wide through her 
regular speaking engagements. She spoke 
at over 15 conferences last year, including 

“Not only did it
contain cool

technical 
challenges, it gave

meaning to
my work”
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WebExpo, Angular Connect and net 
magazine’s very own event, Generate New 
York. So it’s perhaps surprising that she was 
initially uncertain about speaking in public. 
“I wasn’t sure I wanted to be known as 
‘Accessibility Girl’ , she explained. But then 
she attended an accessibility conference, and 
in her words, “fangirl-ed out at the experts 
who were speaking”. 

“I came away 
thinking, ‘These are my 
people, ” she recalled, 
“and had this realisation 
that, ‘There’s this whole 
thing I can focus on, 
which seems like it 
would benefit people 
pretty directly. So I’m 
going to go for it.’”

Sutton continues to 
go for it, believing the need to improve the 
accessibility of the web is never done. 
“Whenever a new technology comes out, we 
need to ask questions about it, ” she said. It’s 
also about changing some people’s opinions; 
one conference CFP, for example, told her 
they weren’t interested in accessibility 
because it was “already solved”. But despite 

such misinformed attitudes, Sutton said she 
tries to stay optimistic.

“It’s true that it doesn’t feel like we’re 
driving forwards with accessibility some of 
the time,” she admitted. “But when it starts 
to get depressing, I go back to what my mum 
taught me: ‘Don’t sit in a pity puddle; do 
something.’ And the way I see it, every blog 
post and every talk does make a difference.”

It’s not the only area 
in which Sutton is 
making a difference. She 
also has a passion for 
p r o m o t i n g 
opportunities for 
women. Indeed, she was 
planning to gear her 
talks towards this issue 
rather than accessibility. 
When she instead opted 

for the latter, she put her remaining energies 
into Girl Develop It (GDI), a nonprofit that 
provides hands-on lessons to women who 
want to learn web and software development. 

Sutton spent two years and four months 
as co-leader of the Seattle Chapter of GDI, 
before moving to Bellingham, Washington, 
where she’s now discussing forming a new 

chapter. “The thing that really warms my 
heart is how great that community of women 
is, ” she said. “If you’re trying to find a way 
to make your life more meaningful, this is a 
really great place to do it.”

FiNdiNG balaNce
Ultimately, it’s that search for meaningful 
work that has brought Sutton to an enviable 
place in her life and career. The burnouts of 
the past are now mostly behind her. She has 
fulfilling work, in her dream job, and she’s 
recently swapped the big city for the small-
town charms of Bellingham, moving with 
her partner Marcus to her dream home near 
the North Cascades mountains. Working 
remotely in this setting is helping her take 
a more relaxed attitude to the daily 
challenges, she said.

“I still struggle with balancing work and 
life, but it’s easier to see how great everything 
is when it’s this beautiful, ” she explained. 
“Now my stress levels are way down. It’s 
funny to think that the things I was once 
stressed about don’t bother me at all.”

Next month: Award-winning speaker, 
consultant and writer Sarah Drasner

“If you’re trying to
find a way to make

your life more
 meaningful, this is
a really great place

to do it”
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The design of business

Your focus, at this stage, is to connect with the 
innovators and early adopters, who will raise 
awareness and drive uptake among the early and 
late majority. You can forget the laggards, though, 
they’re never shifting. Forging connections with key 
opinion-formers will help connect your fledgling 
brand with a bigger audience.

Six DegreeS of Separation
The trick is finding the right people to connect with. 
You need to use your six degrees of separation to 
establish a list of key influencers who can help you 
share your story when you launch.

Good news! The opportunities to connect with 
innovators and early adopters has never been 
easier. Tools like Twitter – free to use and incredibly 
powerful – enable you to establish and nurture 
relationships with key influencers in ways that 
would have been incredibly difficult before. In the 
here and now, everyone is connected.

Before you launch, identify the appropriate 
individuals to approach. Ask yourself: who has 
reach? Who has influence? Who might be interested 
in your story? This is all about focused research. 
Whatever your niche, there will be key individuals 
that you need to connect with.

Create a shortlist of magazines and websites that 
are relevant to your new product or service and 
identify the key influencers – editors or writers, for 
example – to connect with. With your list in hand, 
spend some time cultivating relationships.

This isn’t about carpet-bombing influencers 
with generic emails – a tactic that never works, 
because it’s obviously impersonal. Rather it’s about 
establishing relationships based on shared interests.

Be human and share your story with others. You 
might not win everyone over, but those that you do 
will act as champions for your brand when you, after 
all the hard work you’ve put in, launch your new 
business to the world. 

Influencers
In the sixth article in my ongoing series 
exploring the design of business, I’ll explore the 

role that influencers – well-connected thought 
leaders – can play in sharing your story and ensuring 
your launch goes smoothly.

With an audience established, the final piece of 
the jigsaw before launch is to establish a list of key 
influencers to contact to ensure word-of-mouth 
momentum. By connecting with others who have 
a greater reach than you, you can supercharge your 
launch, ensuring your unveiling is successful.

Without getting too lost in theory, an 
understanding of ‘diffusion of innovations’ – or how 
ideas spread – is helpful at this point. Everett Rogers, 
a communication studies professor, popularised the 
theory explaining how, why and at what rate new 
ideas spread in his 1962 book, Diffusion Of Innovations.

It’s well worth familiarising yourself with Rogers’ 
ideas; they’ll improve your understanding of how 
marketing works and how new ideas take hold. 
Rogers identifies five categories of individuals: 
innovators, early adopters, early majority, late 
majority and laggards. Think of the launch of any 
new product – the iPhone, for example – and you’ll 
see these individuals in play: the innovators drive 
uptake by the early adopters, and so on.

Christopher Murphy explores the role that 
influencers can play in supercharging your launch

 Info

Job: Writer, designer 
and educator 

t: @fehler

w: tinybooks.org

Get connected Twitter is an ideal tool for nurturing relationships with influencers

 THE DESIGN OF BUSINESS
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Q&A

actually became the subject of one of my first talks 
about blend modes.

net: You started both the DC and Austin Sass 
Meetup groups, as well as internal meetups at 
various places you’ve worked. What do you see as 
the biggest challenges to the future of Sass?
UK: I don’t really see any challenges. Sass is a great 
technology that makes a lot of things possible that 
CSS does not otherwise. It integrates well into other 
systems as well.

net: How would you persuade a newbie web 
designer to learn Sass? (Or would you?)
UK: I don’t think there’s much persuasion that needs 
to happen when you can just show them how it will 
make their lives easier! Sass, like ES6, provides a lot 
of niceties. There is a misconception that you need 
to ‘learn’ these subjects as though they are unique 
from CSS or JavaScript. In fact, the skills transfer and 
build. Using something like Sass only furthers your 
power to style quickly and efficiently.

net: What things are exciting you most in web 
design right now?
UK: CSS Grid (w3.org/TR/css3-grid-layout) is very 
exciting, along with the adoption of blend modes and 
new colour modes (like Lab Colors). Layout and design 
in the browser is getting much more powerful.

net: You divide your time between blogging, 
speaking (una.im/speaking), podcasting (toolsday.
io), and your day job as UI Engineer at Digital 
Ocean. Is there a natural synergy between them all, 
or is it sometimes a struggle to fit everything in? 
UK: It all fits into my current life goal of making the 
web a more beautiful, accessible and performant 
place. Each builds off of each other and each 
experience is a learning opportunity. Of course it’s 
hard to fit everything in, but you have to make time 
for the things you’re interested in and care about.

net: What have you been working on lately?
UK: I’m launching a book! This is something I’ve 
been working on with a publisher for a while now: 
writing a guidebook to front-end development that’s 
beautifully illustrated and accessible. I think it’s 
something that’s really missing from the current 
content we have today and I’m really excited to 
announce that it’ll be coming soon! If you want to 
stay updated, follow me on Twitter @una or subscribe 
to my newsletter, Web Love, at: tinyletter.com/weblove.

Una Kravets will be speaking at An Event Apart in 
Washington on 10 July and Chicago on 28 August.  

Una
Kravets

 Q&A 

net: You’re clearly as talented a visual artist as you 
are a technical programmer. Has that helped or 
hindered your career development?
UK: *me blushes* The answer to this is the classic: it 
depends. Anywhere that it really matters, such as in 
my work and the products I build, it absolutely helps. 
Having multiple skill sets allows you to have unique 
perspectives and understand the bigger picture. 
However, in a hiring environment, companies still 
don’t really know what to do with hybrids, so you 
don’t really end up being able to leverage your skills 
to their full potential.

net: We’re loving your CSS experiments, such as 
travels.surge.sh. Are these mainly done for fun, or 
are they a fundamental part of your process?
UK: My CSS experiments are done to practise with 
experimental technology in a low-stakes situation. 
To me, the best way to learn is by doing, so I’m 
always doing a variety of side projects, combining 
my personal interests and the technologies I want to 
work with. The project you mention, travels.surge.sh, 

The well-known designer and podcaster talks 
skill sets, SASS, and CSS experiments

 Info

Job: UI Engineer,  
Digital ocean

w: unakravets.com

t: @una
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Jason Thompson  
Digital team lead, Pivot Design 
pivotdesign.com

Working in web design has 
taught me and my team that the 

way people take in information is 
shifting. People increasingly skim, 
stopping only for clever headlines, 
engaging images or graphics 
(analytics and metrics back this up). 
Following solid design principles of 
hierarchy, appropriate image and 
content usage, symbology and 
iconography has never been more 
important. Today, a company’s 
website is often the first touch-point 
with their brand or product, so the 
stakes are high. Simpler navigation 
and strategic use of design to add 
hierarchy and meaning, rather than 
decoration, are paramount. In many 
ways, mobile-first design has made 
us all better at our jobs.

 Web design is often seen as a technical challenge, but it’s really about people. 
What has the industry taught our experts about how they think and behave?

WhaT has Web design
TaughT you abouT people?

  Culture

 
 
inayail i  de l eón persson  
Lead web designer, Canonical 
canonical.com 

Working in web design has taught me that I 
shouldn’t assume anything based on what I think 

or know. Some recent studies show that the degree to 
which most people (ie, people who don’t make 
websites for a living) understand the web and how to 
use it is nowhere near what we web professionals do. 
I think that the best advice I can give is to make no 
assumptions. Just because something is obvious and 
simple to you doesn’t mean that it’s equally easy to 
grasp for people you’re building stuff for.

Joe Zeff  
President, Joe Zeff Design, Inc. 
joezeffdesign.com

 I’ve learned that people have 
ridiculously short attention 

spans, requiring digital solutions that 
are both tasty and nutritious. Tasty in 
that the presentation needs to be 
delightfully different in order to draw 
people in. Nutritious in that the 
content needs to be meaningful in 
order to keep people engaged and 
coming back for more. Too often 
designers emphasise one attribute 
over the other. People demand both.
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david s T inne T T e  
Product design lead, Dropbox Paper 
dropbox.com/paper

The world is an increasingly 
distracting place and, as designers, 

we have played an influential part in that. 
We’ve learned over time – through 
iteration and metrics – how to draw clicks 
and encourage user behaviour for our 
products, clients, and advertisers. We’ve 
become so good at it that now we’re all 
oversaturated with distractions, and we 
no longer engage with our own curiosity. 
Instead of constantly seeking higher 
engagement, we should use our learnings 
to encourage each other to pause; to be 
creative, supportive and collaborative.

sally Jenk inson  
Consultant and solutions architect, 
Records Sound the Same 
recordssoundthesame.com 

One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned is the 
importance of communication; of the ability to 

translate complex technical or conceptual concepts into 
everyday terms that people can understand rather 
than fear. Not everyone – inside or outside of our 
industry – has the same luxury of time, experiences or 
understanding. Things some people take for granted as 
basic can appear magical or terrifying to others. And as 
our careers progress, we need to remember to 
communicate our ideas on different levels when 
needed – showing as well as telling, and teaching as 
well as just doing.

ray vaZqueZ  
Communication designer, Thumbtack  
thumbtack.com 

Working in web design has taught me that simpler is better. People like 
options, but on the web, we can only handle so much information at one 

time. We don’t want to work or think more than we have to. On any given page, 
you want users to be able to quickly find what they’re looking for. Streamlining 
content and identifying your user’s intent can improve readability. Set yourself up 
for success by using simplified visual design elements and generous amounts of 
white space to help guide the user. Less is always more.

Design for human behaviour
Designing interactions means focusing on 
how people actually behave, says Jerry 

Cao his post on designing for human behaviour 
(netm.ag/behaviour-294). He urges you to play 
into natural habit-forming mechanisms, apply 
Hick’s Law to decision-making, reduce steps to 
reduce friction, design for emotion and more.

facts about the brain
Human psychology provides a framework 
for understanding how your users think. 

To get to grips with this, user experience 
consultant and author Joe Leech offers ten 
pertinent facts about the brain, and explains 
how you can use that knowledge to improve 
your web designs (netm.ag/psychology-294).

 
bruce l aWson  
Web standards lovegod for hire 
brucelawson.co.uk

You never, ever know better than 
your users. “They won’t want to 

do that on mobile!” you say. They will. 
“Everyone will prefer our app.” Will 
they? Do they want megabytes of it on 
their device? Do they have bandwidth 
to download it? Your users will 
constantly surprise you. The most 
amazing day I spent leading a front-
end team was in a usability lab, 
watching real customers failing to 
complete what I thought was a simple, 
intuitive form when I designed it. Be 
humble: listen to your customers.

engage users with emotion
Emotional design refers to design 
elements that connect the user 

emotionally. Try to utilise this principle to create 
more engaging, frictionless web user 
experiences. Indian App Developers have ten 
tips for engaging users with emotional design 
elements (netm.ag/emotion-294). 
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Jamie Murphy tells us what he’s learned from 
starting his Frontend Fighters community 

Facebook Events and Meetup.com are 
booming places these days for anyone 

interested in technology, design, UX or pretty 
much any other digital industry. Within 
minutes of logging in and searching by 
keyword, you can find any number of 
meetups to attend. This is a fantastic 
situation to be in as an enthusiastic attendee 
wanting to learn and connect with others, 
but after attending several different events 
with similar names, topics and attendees, it 
can be hard to remember which of those 
events you really wanted to re-attend. 

Similarly, as an organiser of those meetups, 
you want your attendees to attend your next 
event and be sufficiently impressed that 
they remember your meetup as the one to 
prioritise over all others next time around.

Consistently featuring quality 
presentations is the obvious requirement, 
but most meetups struggle to find new 
presenters to keep things fresh. The simple 
fact is that the majority of people who attend 
a meetup just want to learn. Reaching the 
small percentage who are willing to present 
is tough, because they are often busy, know 
their value and only consider events that 
they think will be the most useful. 

Unfortunately, meetups are often crowded, 
and attendees can be on tight schedules and 
leave before you have time to speak to them 
during the networking section, meaning that 
those valuable people slip through the net. 

Since creating Frontend Fighters, I 
have found that each of the following 
recommendations has made a substantial 
impact on both the number of people 
approaching me to present, and also the 
number of returning visitors, allowing me to 
grow the size of the meetup with each event. 

I created the Frontend Fighters 
(frontendfighters.com) website with two goals 
in mind: to create a strong brand that I could 
then apply across Facebook and Meetup to 
make Frontend Fighters stand out from the 
other meetups; and to provide an easy, fun-
to-use submission platform for presentation 
topics. Full disclosure: I collaborated with 
the wonderfully talented designer Amy 
Leak (medium.com/@amyalexandraleak) to 
visually achieve my goals. 

The ‘Speak’ section of the website provides 
a simple gamification method alongside 
leading questions within a step-based 
submission platform to collect presentation 
ideas and potential presenters. 

By engaging the user’s curiosity, I found 
that once they passed 25 per cent of the steps, 
they are likely to complete their submission 
because they are invested in their progress. 
I receive many more submissions through 
this method than anything I had tried before. 

Sometimes the submissions are a little 
vague, and people tend to post their areas 
of interest or recent projects. This isn’t a 
problem, because I can then reach out to 
ask for more details and encourage them to 
present at an upcoming event. 

If you don’t have a custom website to 
create your own submission platform and 
don’t have the time or expertise, then a free 
service such as Typeform will allow you to 
create your own in minutes.

Most meetups remain silent between 
their events, and only appear on Facebook 
or Meetup to advertise their next event. 
This is the equivalent of an event ‘bootycall’. 
You may get interest initially, but people’s 
enthusiasm and loyalty will disappear over 
time, and you may lose them to another 
meetup. Only once they’re gone will you 
realise the value they had, and it can be hard 
to convince them to give you another chance.

Meetups that make an effort to provide 
relevant content to their audience between 
events really stand out. Self-created content 
would be best, but sharing blog posts or 
even gifs and memes related to the topic can 
perform well too. This provides a reminder 
that you are active and relevant, meaning 
people are more likely to reserve a spot for 
your next event. This will also encourage 
interaction between your members, and is 
key to building a community, which, again, 
will make you stand out from the crowd.

In short, if you really want to build 
a meetup community with a fantastic 
reputation, you need to create a strong brand, 
consistently have speakers with quality 
content, and encourage interaction on social 
media between your members. A submission 
platform is a great way to generate interest 
and create waiting lists of speakers with two 
to three months of events organised ahead 
of time, making it easy for attendees to 
organise their schedule around your events.

Jamie Murphy is CoFounder and technical lead at 
BudAffect (budaffect.com). He is an e-commerce 
& front-end focused developer with seven years 
experience leading projects.

MEETUP 2.0
  CuLtuRE





Never miss aN issue!

NETM.AG/NET-iPAd (UK), NETM.AG/NET-iPAd-US (US)

Download net’s digital edition for your iPad, iPhone or iPod touch

Got aN aPPLe DeviCe?

#292 MAY 2017
Discover how to master mobile 
design through the golden rules 
of great mobile UX, plus 15 web 
APIs set to revolutionise the web

#287 dEc 2016
We run down 22 tools and 
techniques you need to know to 
boost your efficiency levels. Plus: 
best practices for great forms

save uP  
to 31%  

wiTh A diGiTAl 
SUbScriPTioN  

SEE PAGE 18 

#293 JUNE 2017
The new CSS trends, tools and 
techniques you should be using 
right now, plus how to design the 
perfect UX for offline use



cATch UP oN ANY iSSUES YoU’vE MiSSEd bY dowNloAdiNG  
oUr diGiTAl EdiTioNS NETM.AG/NET-bAckiSSUES

net is also available on Google Play and Zinio, as well as Kindle, Nook, Windows 8 and more

PreFer to reaD oN aNDroiD, PC or maC?

NETM.AG/NET-GooGlEPlAY NETM.AG/NET-ZiNio

#291 APril 2017
Take an in-depth look at the six 
main trends changing the face of 
UX, and introduce five steps to 
great image management

#290 MArch 2017
We explore the design secrets 
driving major brands, share tips 
for futureproofing code, and dive 
into Adobe XD’s latest features

#289 fEbrUArY 2017
We run down the design tools 
worth exploring this year, and 
show you how to get started 
creating a chatbot experience

#288 JANUArY 2017
Take a dive into browser-based 
VR, learn the rules of responsive 
web type, and discover how the 
BBC keeps its sites fast

#286 Nov 2016
Dig into the science behind great 
design with a look at the five 
critical steps to planning a site 
and a deep dive into A/B testing

#285 ocTobEr 2016
Explore the new features, tools 
and libraries transforming the 
way we use JavaScript. Plus, top 
tutorials from Generate speakers

#284 SEPT 2016
We reveal the top 20 new tools 
for freelancers, the secrets of 
killer CSS layouts, and how to 
build a mobile app prototype

#283 SUMMEr 2016
We run through the cutting-
edge browser features you can 
start using today, and uncover 
eight hidden CodePen gems



Gallery
Inspirational sites

40      july 2017

FrontiFy
frontify.com

Frontify is a forward-thinking design tool that was 
devised to allow designers to easily create digital style 

guides, keep track of digital assets and more. The people 
behind Frontify say, “Frontify is the brand management 
platform for the digital age.”

Frontify has recently undergone a major site refresh, having 
smartened up its UI - it has now adopted a clean, modern 
design style throughout, which also includes a pop of colour 
that brings the brand personality to life in a distinctive, eye-
catching and fun way. 

Frontify allows you to easily record key brand elements at 
the click of a button using its clever set of well thought-out 

components. This includes things such as colour, typography 
and iconography. 

As a designer who has personally used Frontify to record  
and evolve digital brand guidelines for my own projects, I can 
say for certain that this tool is extremely valuable. Not only 
does it provide a collaborative way to build up brand assets 
without the need to spend time setting up a platform on 
which to do so, but it can also be used to showcase HTML/CSS 
styles and code snippets. 

All this means that it is extremely versatile and suitable for 
any scenario, and this is the exact reason why I have chosen 
Frontify as my site of the month.

  CSS AnimAtion, Font AweSome, BrAnding

“Documentation, communication 
and collaboration are the  
keys to building a successful 
design system”  
(@e3_media)

Sensational design and superb development
w: alexy.me 
t: @alexbrookey

Alex Brooke

alex is the Senior User 
interface designer at 
international retail brand 
debenhams. She is also a  
cat lover. London based.

s i t e  o f  
t h e  M o n t h
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SweetMAgnoliAgelAto
www.sweetmagnoliagelato.com

The Sweet magnolia Gelato Co is a distinct website that tells the 
story behind a traditional mississippi-based gelato company,  

founded by Hugh Balthrop. 
Using a unique modern-retro design style coupled with a number of 

carefully crafted, eye-catching SVG animations, this website is truly one of 
a kind. When visiting, the user lands on an eye-catching, gelato-inspired 
motif before being enchanted by the story behind the company, which 
is told through cleverly created interactive animations – all of which 
consistently follow the same modern-retro style. 

as described by the advertising agency who created this website, mad 
Genius, they “turned Hugh Balthrop’s personal story into an interactive 
scrolling storybook – using only code for animation.”

it can be clearly seen when browsing the website how much thought and 
craftsmanship has gone into creating the correct design style to represent 
the business, and as a designer i can really see how much attention to 
detail has gone into this to get the look and feel just right.

Having also carefully taken the mobile viewport into consideration, 
the mobile site uses the same distinct design style with stripped back 
animations to increase page load speed. it is equally as appealing as the 
desktop site when it comes to design effectiveness and usability.

  illuStrAtion, AnimAtion, SVg
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ClASSPASS
classpass.com

Class Pass is a new concept for the ever-increasing world of gym goers. 
Created to allow those who find tackling the weights corner of the gym on their 

own a bit daunting, Class Pass allows its users to join thousands of gym classes 
using just one pass. it describes its service as, “a new kind of fitness membership 
that lets you enjoy diverse and exciting ways to work out.”

Not only is the service that Class Pass provides unique, but it also has a pretty 
snazzy website to boot. The unique Ui styles are very clean and quirky while being 
extremely consistent throughout. These aspects give the online brand a memorable 
feel, while maintaining a friendly tone of voice and not feeling too intimidating like 
some other gym-related websites can.

With engaging photography used throughout, teamed with examples of the 
classes available from the app, the user is really given some great examples of how 
Class Pass can be used early on in their journey.

in addition to the effective photography and quirky Ui styles used on the site, 
hand-crafted iconography is also used throughout to help tell the Class Pass story 
and bring it to life for the user. These again follow the same style feel and are 
extremely effective.

  CSS AnimAtion, illuStrAtion, SVg
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Most of us are familiar with 
Dropbox and the near-magical 

principle of being able to save your files 
and access them anywhere. However, the 
website has taken a step away from the 
Dropbox design we all know and love, as 
the company has recently embarked on a 
really interesting (and rather large) 
design project to unhook its key design 
problems and solve them.

A statement from Dropbox said of the 
recently unveiled redesign: “A few weeks 
ago, we started rolling out our redesign 
to the world. Not only has it simplified 
navigation, disentangled accounts and 
unified our web interface, it has also 
launched a new design system that will 
help our teams build together more 
efficiently going forward.”

On first engagement with the newly 
redesigned website, users are walked 
through a really clear tutorial that 
goes through all of the new or tweaked 
features that Dropbox has implemented. 
Not to mention the UI has also been 
significantly refreshed, bringing 
along much cleaner, crisper styles 
that really suit the Dropbox brand and 
are extremely consistent throughout 
(thanks to their newly introduced design 
system), as well as being extremely 
functional and usable too.

  redeSign, CACtuS, PAPer

DroPBox
www.dropbox.com

“True #design  
is functional. It  
solves problems. 
It is not about 
beautification alone”   
(@SUBomiPLUmPTre)
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  SVg AnimAtion, deSign SyStem, ChArtS

StriPe
stripe.com

Stripe is a tool that allows users to 
accept payments online and through 

the mobile app. Stripe has always had a 
great proposition behind it, however, 
recently it has embarked on a redesign 
project and completely reworked its 
dashboard to bring it into alignment with 
the rest of its site. 

The Stripe homepage is functional and 
eye-catching. It tells you everything you 
need to know about the product – while also 
being extremely design centric. With stand-
out design elements that all flow together 
fluidly, the page uses a number of clever SVG animations to 
bring the product to life. Not missing the finer details, the 
mobile viewport has also been taken into careful consideration 
and uses the same distinct style, with an altered hierarchy and 
pulled back animations.

The redesigned dashboard also follows suit. Stripe has 
focused closely on improving navigation, and has also 

introduced some extremely effective animated charts. These 
carefully thought-out charts do a great job at bringing the 
data on the dashboard to life. With this redesign product 
there has also been a keen focus on ensuring the Stripe design 
system remains consistent throughout the site, and Stripe has 
done a great job at introducing some clean UI styles that are 
also extremely functional and have high visual impact.  
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Megan egan
Illustrator, designer and 3D artist Megan is 
currently working at Imaginate Creative
w: meganegan.com t: @megan_egan

Din BisevaC
Din Bisevac is the founder of dino.agency, a 
digital product design studio in Germany
w: dino.agency t: @DinBisevac

Joanna Kos ińsK a
Joanna is a freelance graphic designer with 
experience in web, print and visual identity
w: joannakosinska.com t: @JoannaKosinska

This month...

Community Centres



 july 2017     47

Design challenge

 My Month
what have you been 
doing this month? 
Having seen the 
redesign of the 
Offscreen magazine, I 
immediately ordered a 
copy. Plus the weekly 
articles on diesdas.
digital were fun to read.

which sites have you 
visited for inspiration 
this month? 
Every day starts with 
visits to thegallery.io, 
bestwebsite.gallery and 
designmadeingermany.
com. They always 
feature the best stuff.

what have you been 
watching? 
Abstract on Netflix and 
Jon Olsson’s vlogs.

what have you been 
listening to? 
Playlists by Tobias Van 
Schneider and hip-hop.

  Din Bisevac

Frank 
A website that places events at the forefront

Since a community centre is open for every 
citizen that lives in a city, it should 

represent every demographic group that there is 
to be found. Frankfurt, a city of cultural 
diversity, is host to immigrant populations from 
countries all over the world (including residents 
from India, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Poland, 
China, the United States of America, and many 
more). It is at once a thriving financial centre 
and the city that has the highest crime rate of 
any in Germany. 

Frankfurt is also known for its remarkable 
skyline, and is commonly referred to as 
‘Mainhattan’ alluding to the river on which the 
city sits (Main River) and the famous New York 
City borough. Based on this, I decided to go with 
a variety of strong colours and bold typography 
for my design. Everything floats around, but 
is still aligned to a grid. Red is the base colour 
because of the soccer team Eintracht Frankfurt, 
which Frankfurt is famous for.

 close uP
(1) Due to Frankfurt’s diverse population, I decided to 
not only offer German as a language to view the site’s 
content in, but English, Turkish and Russian as well. By 
doing so, I covered the most spoken languages in the area. 
This enables tourists to read and understand the content 
as well as residents. (2) The bold call-to-action button 
redirects to the centre’s built-in online shop. From here, 
the user can buy tickets, merchandise, postcards and 
more online. (3) The famous skyline of Frankfurt in the 
background is used to stress the sense of community. It 
frames the content and keeps the focus on what matters. 
(4) Citizens of Frankfurt can subscribe to the newsletter 
to stay informed about upcoming events, news related to 
the community centre and more. (5) The logo is based on 
Museo Sans Rounded 900 but I changed the heights of 
the first and last letter to symbolise the skyline. (6) “See 
All Events” redirects to a subpage where you can filter by 
categories and dates. The mobile screenshot shows how 
it works.

5
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  Joanna KosinsKa

The YlC
An information-led site for a small community

The YLC is a centre focusing on supporting 
its small rural community by providing a 

multitude of courses, activities and events, but 
also by reporting local news stories and 
providing up-to-date information. Predictably 
the biggest challenge of this design was to 
create a site capable of supporting huge amounts 
of content while making it accessible for 
everybody. Here, the mobile-first approach was 
a must to ensure smooth and efficient 
navigation around the page on any device. 

It was important for the visual side of the 
project to capture the spirit of the centre and 
the neighbourhood, which was achieved by 
using photos to illustrate local events and 
the undeniable beauty of the region. The 
neutral colour scheme in addition to a clean 
and simple, slightly editorial layout makes 
browsing through the vast amounts of copy both 
enjoyable and easy.

 close uP

(1) Accessibility plays a major role on this page, which is 
why I have placed icons above the navigation that allow 
the user to change the colours and font sizes of the 
website, making it easier to use for those who need some 
assistance. (2) Navigation will follow users on the page 
so that, wherever they are, the rest of the site can easily 
be accessed. For those accessing the site from a mobile 
device, the navigation will keep following users but it will 
be replaced by a burger icon and a drop-down menu. (3) 
Flat, neutral colour blocks, minimal call-to-actions and 
a nice bit of space between the different sections of the 
page bring a good amount of air to the layout, making 
the whole page look lighter despite there being a large 
amount of content. (4) Keeping in mind the page-loading 
time, the need for legibility and the amount of content, I 
have only used three weights of Open Sans font. (5) The 
slightly editorial layout allowed me to use content as 
visual cues for scrolling.

 My Month
what have you been 
doing this month? 
Preparing for my trip to 
Iceland! Also doing a bit 
of self-marketing and 
freelance work.

which sites have you 
visited for inspiration? 
I usually go to 
designspiration.net. They 
feature great stuff.

what have you been 
watching? 
The Ghost In The 
Shell anime series, in 
preparation for seeing 
the movie.

what have you been 
listening to? 
While I work, some kind 
of movie soundtrack 
like Interstellar’s. For 
pleasure: Tool, Puscifer 
and NIN.
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Design challenge

  Megan egan

DigBeTh huB
Bright colours reflect a vibrant community on this site for a diverse Birmingham ward

Digbeth Hub is a fictional community 
centre for the creative quarter in 

Birmingham. Digbeth is an upcoming area on 
the outskirts of Birmingham city centre, with an 
increasing population of young professionals 
and students. 

I have chosen a bright and vibrant colour 
palette to reflect the graffiti and street art that 
the ward of Digbeth is famous for, as well as 
echoing the diverse community that lives and 
works there.

Using a flexible grid layout, the website 
content can be changed depending on the needs 
of the community centre; the various blocks 
pull in events, call-to-actions and social feeds, 
as well as key information. This will change 
upon a page reload to keep the site fresh, and to 
demonstrate to the user just how much happens 
within the Digbeth Hub, which is the true centre 
of the community.

 close uP

(1) Contact information and opening hours are displayed 
at the top of the page. The opening hours will be time-
sensitive to give the user a live status on whether the hub 
is open or closed. (2) These content blocks are flexible and 
can be set within the cPanel. The CTAs will push things 
such as booking a space within the centre for your own 
event, or getting tickets for an existing event. (3) I think 
the Digbeth Hub’s social channels will play an important 
role in staying in touch with the community and remaining 
accessible to everyone; because of this I have designed 
the content blocks to pull in various social feeds. (4) 
Content blocks can also feature links to other pages, such 
as facilities within the Digbeth Hub. The example here 
shows a link to the roof garden page; these pages would 
contain tailored content such as upcoming events within 
that specific space. (5) A calendar showing the latest 
upcoming events sits on the home page, along with a 
click-through to event information and tickets if required.

 My Month
what have you been 
doing this month? 
I’ve been busy 
illustrating a children’s 
book about dinosaurs, 
as well as working a lot 
with animation and 
video in After Effects.

which sites have you 
visited for inspiration? 
Designspiration, D&AD, 
Design Week, Site 
Inspire and Pinterest.

what have you been 
watching? 
Rather ashamedly, 
Dinner Date and Come 
Dine With Me. Also, the 
Abstract series, which is 
on Netflix, has been a 
great watch.

what have you been 
listening to? 
I’ve been rediscovering 
TEED and Jurassic 5. 
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A year into its existence, this  
French agency talks to us about 

awards, remote working and the 
thriving Paris design scene

Waaark
waaark.com

Antoine Wodniack and Jimmy 
Raheriarisoa first worked with each 

other in 2011, and last year they got 
together as Waaark, eschewing the 
traditional studio setup and each working 
in their home cities. Since then they’ve 
made a name for themselves with bold 
and innovative websites, picking up a 
pile of awards along the way. We chatted 
to Antoine and Jimmy to find out what 
makes Waaark work.

net: Hello Waaark! Who are you and what 
are your backgrounds?
AW: I’m Antoine Wodniack, Waaark’s co-
founder and developer. I studied web 
design and development at university 
while starting as a developer in a local web 
agency in 2007. I had worked there for four 
years before I decided to move to full-time 
freelancing in 2011. I’m now more 
specialised in front-end development and 
I work for local and international agencies.

JR: My name is Jimmy Raheriarisoa, 
Waaark’s co-founder and art director. I’ve 
been drawing since I was seven and I 
decided to make a living from this passion. 
I studied print and web design at Lycée 
Gutenberg and Lycée Le Corbusier in 
Illkirch-Graffenstaden, France. I worked in 
different agencies until, in 2011, I decided 
to move to full-time freelancing. 
Freelancing helped me to vary my skills 
and improve myself in different fields such 
as motion design, lettering and 
photography – skills that are very useful in 
modern web and that I use often.
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 info

Location: Paris and  
Strasbourg, France

Established: May 2016

Team size: 2
Areas of expertise: Web 
design, UI/UX design, motion 
design, illustration, development

Clients: Box, The Peak Beyond, 
Fauns, Melville Design,  
Alix B d’Anthenay

Awards: Communication Arts 
magazine 2017 Interactive 
Annual Competition winner, Best 
Breakthrough Studio 2016 by 
CSS Design Awards, 4x Site of 
the day on FWA, 11x Site of the 
day on Awwwards, 12x Site of 
the day on CSS Design Awards

Profile
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Carbone Waaark collaborated with the designers of this  
French pop culture mag to give it a vibrant web presence

net: What are you working on right now?
AW: We just launched the new Box 
homepage, which we’ve been working on 
for several weeks. We collaborated with 
their in-house team on this project and it 
was a great experience. Otherwise we are 
working on a new French magazine 
(carbone.ink) that will discuss pop culture 
and promote original fiction. It will be 
launched in three versions – print, native 
apps and online – and we are in charge of 
design, development and animation of the 
online version.

net: You seem to do very well for awards; 
which has meant the most to you so far?
AW: Awards offer a great way to showcase 
our work, they help us find new clients or 
get feedback from the industry. We feel 
very grateful to receive them; it’s always 

pleasing to get a new one as it means your 
work meets a certain level of quality. But 
we try to put it into perspective, as the 
‘site of the day’ award focuses on what we 
call the ‘wow’ effect. Animations and 
technological demonstrations prevail over 
everything else: usability, message and 
project environment.

net: What are your favourite tools?
JR: My three favourite tools are:

Photoshop: I used to work with Fireworks 
for web design, but I had to move to 
Photoshop when Adobe decided to kill FW. 
Today I really like to work with Photoshop 
as all the features from Fireworks are now 
included in it.

Illustrator: It’s the ultimate app for 
creating icons, logotype, lettering, 
illustrations and more.

After Effects: I mainly use this for 
prototyping. When I imagine website 
animations, I first create them under After 
Effects to show Antoine what I have in 
mind. It helps us to share our ideas and 
strengthen the concept before showing it 
to the client. I also use it to create complex 
animations that I then export to SVG 
animations thanks to the awesome 
Bodymovin plugin. I really encourage web 
designers to use this app!

net: How, why and when did you get 
together as Waaark?
AW: We met in 2011, Jimmy was looking 
for a developer to build his new website 
and I was starting as a freelancer and in 
need of projects to fill my portfolio. We 
consider it as a kind of chance encounter 
but it worked quite well, as we got our first 
award on FWA from this collaboration. We 
continued to work together as freelancers 
for several years before we thought about 
getting to the next level. 

net: Could you tell us a bit about 
Waaark’s defining principles?
AW: We always liked the freelancer’s way 
of working: keep things simple, have a 
straightforward relationship with clients, 
work on human-scale projects, and get 
deeply involved in every project. That’s 
what we try to do in our everyday work: 
remain simple and humble, have fun with 
the things we create and don’t take our job 
too seriously.

net: You work out of separate studios – 
how do you manage?
AW: It’s something that can sound weird 
for a lot of people but with a bit of 
organisation and practise it’s not a 
problem. We are connected through Skype 
all day long to talk about everything.
Regarding the collaborative work, we use 
today’s tools to share our ideas and 
present things to the client. We share files 
through cloud services, we use InVision to 
present mood boards or mockups, Slack to 
communicate with the client or other team 
members, we create video prototypes or 
screen recordings to present concepts… in 
2017 remote work is no longer a problem!

Melville Design A full site, blog and e-commerce 
solution built for a French interior design shop

The Peak Beyond Waaark had to think big to deliver 
this smart table prototype
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net: Tell us about your work on The Peak 
Beyond smart table prototype.
JR: The Peak Beyond is a US-based 
company that creates interactive smart 
tables for retail spaces. They offer clients 
the possibility to browse stores’ catalogues 
and purchase items directly through the 
table. Users can also place a product on the 
table to learn more about it before adding 
it to their virtual cart, which is a pretty 
awesome feature! We worked on 
conception, design, development and 
animation for the entire product’s UI.

It was an interesting project because the 
screen is 27 inches wide, so you must think 
bigger for buttons, typography and icons, 
and think to a store’s environment. First 
we created a prototype to present the 
concept and test it with real users. We 
worked closely with The Peak Beyond to 
find the best solutions and offer a great 
user experience. Now they are running a 
beta version in the US, and are planning to 
publicly launch it in the coming months. 

net: You have a talking 404 page; why 
and how?
AW: During the creation of our website I 
saw the movie about Stephen Hawking’s 
life. I was quite fascinated by the sound of 
the speech synthesiser he uses. I’m also a 
big fan of the robot characters in The 
Hitchhiker’s Guide To The Galaxy movie, with 
their absurd and cynical sense of humour, 

so I put all these together and that’s how 
this talking 404 page came to life. 
Technically it works thanks to a JavaScript 
text-to-speech tool called meSpeak.

net: How would you describe the design 
scene in Paris?
JR: We work in one of the best cities in the 
world for design. Paris is the city of art and 
culture. I live in Strasbourg but when I 
come to Paris I know there will be new 
things to see in museums, new design 
shops, various design events to attend and 
stuff like that… all these things create an 
inspiring and always renewing 
environment for designers. More widely, 
France plays an important role in the web-
design scene. We’re lucky to have many 
talented agencies and individuals that 
inspire each other. We also have top 
schools, like Gobelins or HETIC, which 
help the entire scene stay very innovative.

net: You built a complete web solution 
for Melville Design; tell us about that.
AW: Melville is an interior design and light 
store that opened in 2016 in the south of 
France. From the beginning they wanted to 
associate the physical store with an online 
shop to reach a wider audience. That’s why 
they came to us: to create a modern 
website that matches the quality of their 
store and products, but also to set up a 
technical solution to handle both local and 

What’s on your desktop?
A 38-inch monitor, a Canon 7D, two 

lenses, a Corsair Strafe RGB Silent MX,  
a sketchbook, an iPad and some tools 

for drawing.

What do you have  
on the walls?

Two pixel art posters, a wall clock, and a 
handmade triangle shelf for my toys.

What will you do for lunch?
Get a burger, French fries and a Sprite.

What hours do you work?
The day starts at 9.30am and finishes at 

7pm, with an hour for lunch at 1pm.

What else do you do  
in the office?

Watch TV, play guitars or play video 
games (including VR).

How often do you  
all hang out?

Well, we don’t live in the same city so 
hanging out is a bit complicated. But we 
meet on online games to balance that.

Describe your working culture 
in three words

Pop, geek and a little bit Industrial.

Antoine WodniAck

Award-winning The studio’s own eye-catching homepage has brought in the accolades,  
including being chosen as net’s site of the month in 2016, and resulted in plenty of work for Waaark
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online sales. Different solutions have been 
investigated but finally we opted for 
WooCommerce. Concretely, from the same 
solution, they are able to manage their 
website, their local sales through a PoS 
interface and their online sales coming 
from the e-shop.

net: The most eye-catching thing on your 
site is its elastic borders; tell us a bit 
about them.
JR: We wanted to emphasise the ideas of 
flexibility and creativity that are present in 
our message – these elastic borders 
contribute to that feeling. We also thought 
it would be a touch of fun that we would 
like to play with as users, and we’re happy 
to see that visitors like this too.

AW: We received a lot of messages from 
people wondering how we did our site. 
Unfortunately we don’t have the time to 
write long technical articles about all the 
things we would like to share, but CodePen 
is a great way to share techniques and let 
users experiment on their own.

net: Talk us through the e-commerce site 
you made for Alix B d’Anthenay.
AW: Alix B d’Anthenay is a jewellery 
creator in Paris who only sells her products 
online. She contacted us to design and 
develop a website with an e-commerce 
part to present the brand and sell her 
creations. We imagined a minimal design 
with a combination of luxury and 

modernity to highlight the products, 
which have the leading role on the site. 
Technically the site is made under 
WordPress and WooCommerce, which are 
solutions we love to work with as they 
offer great back-end functionalities with 
total flexibility on front-end.
 
net: What inspires you to come in to 
work every day?
JR: I like to spend time every day looking at 
inspirational websites like Behance, 
Dribbble and Pinterest, looking for nice 
designs and great ideas. Discovering new 
things, understanding how they work and 
sharing my ideas with others are the main 
things that make me love my work!

net: Why do you think clients come to 
you instead of other agencies?
AW: I think we managed to create 
something different on our website that 
pleases clients. A lot of studios’ or 
agencies’ sites look the same. It’s 
important for us to keep our own style, and 
maybe that’s what make us stand out.

Some clients also come to us because 
they don’t want to work with big agencies, 
which can be a bit impersonal. We try to 
offer something different, by taking the 
lightness and straightforward relationship 
you get with freelancing, but still ensuring 
reliable and high-quality work. 

Next month: Brazilian interactive 
developer Silvio Paganini

  
 timeline  

A look at the key dates in  
Waaark’s history

SePtember 2011

Antoine and Jimmy meet

november 2011

First project together: Jimmy’s portfolio

februAry 2012

First award on FWA

februAry 2015

First brainstorming about Waaark

mArch 2016

Launch of the studio with the first 
e-shop project for Alix B d’Anthenay

mAy 2016

Launch of Waaark’s site

July 2016

Waaark picked as site of the month in 
net magazine’s summer issue

SePtember 2016

New work for Melville Design retail 
store, a website and an e-shop

october 2016

Waaark gets new clients in the US, with 
Box and The Peak Beyond projects

december 2016

Waaark nominated for site of the year 
on CSS Design Awards and Awwwards

mArch 2017

Waaark wins the Communication Arts 
2017 interactive competition

A tale of two cities Being split between Paris and Strasbourg poses no problems for  
Jimmy and Antoine, and they thrive on being able to hold their own against bigger agencies
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The renowned design agency made waves with its striking new site;  
we discover the thinking behind its side-scrolling delights

 johnson banks
 How we built

(1) The site’s blocks scroll sideways in a linear 
sequence, eventually moving the tiny projects 
from the bottom to the big spaces at the top. 
(2) Users can filter by sector or discipline, or 
both. (3) The rectangular blocks re-shuffle 
to display the results, and repeat to fill the 
screen. (4) When a user chooses a project, 
the transition creates a ‘test card’ effect… 
(5)… before resolving to the project page.  

(6) Other sections follow the same idea,  
but a change of colour scheme makes it  
easy to navigate. (7) Search results are 
displayed in vertical strips that scroll 
sideways. (8) The new site applies css drop 
shadows where needed, meaning the drop 
shadow style is consistent throughout the 
site. (9) The site’s responsive design means it 
can be used across any device.

 brief
Johnson Banks wanted a 
new site that needed to  
be just as transparent as 
its own working processes, 
and shared its work –  
as well as its thinking – 
with the world.

Close up 
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Johnson Banks (johnsonbanks.
co.uk) is a design consultancy  

that prides itself on working with 
brands that make a difference to the 
world. It brought in Dublin-  
and Amsterdam-based agency Bong 
(bong.international) to create a bold 
new side-scrolling site that gleefully 
challenges web design conventions 
and looks entirely unlike every  
other agency site out there. Here’s  
how it happened.

What did Johnson Banks want from its 
new site? 
KH: We really wanted something that 
allowed us to talk deeply about our 
projects. We’ve recently opened up 
our processes, in a book (Branding: In 
Five and a Half Steps) and a project (the 
rebrand of Mozilla, done entirely in the 
open). We wanted something just as 
transparent, that shares our work, and a 
lot of our thinking, with the world.

What made Bong the right team for  
the build? 
KH: Bong are first and foremost 
creatives with a great design sensibility, 
and we really wanted someone  
prepared to co-design, collaborate  
and search for something that 
challenged the norm. They like to 
experiment and push boundaries, and 
the fact that they can also code like 
fiends helped too. 

How did you arrive at the site’s side-
scrolling aesthetic? 

KH: Our initial conversations centred 
around the predictability of most 
‘portfolio’ sites; we knew we wanted 
to approach our site differently. What 
started as a sketch of the hierarchy of 
content – most important and recent 
at the top, older towards the bottom 
– morphed into a way of displaying 
content in ever-reducing modules. 

BONG: There’s a really simple idea in 
the middle of it, which is this halving 
and doubling thing: a grid system where 
the height of each row is 1/2, then 1/4, 
then 1/8th of the screen, and in each 
row there are two, then four, then eight 
items. This allowed us to fit a lot of 
items on the screen, but there’s a clear 
hierarchy, and it doesn’t feel too stuffed.

The last part of the idea was to move 
the grid sideways on scroll, and halve 
the movement speed again and again 
for each row. That means that each item 
will slide off the end of a row and onto 
the larger row above, eventually moving 
the tiny projects from the bottom of the 
screen up to the big spaces at the top. So 
now we have a linear, continuous thing, 
as well as hierarchy.

What sort of usability conversations 
came up along the way?
KH: The tension between UX and brand 
is possibly highest for projects like ours. 
If our site looks like everyone else’s, 
what does it say about our work? Equally, 
if our site wasn’t easy to use, what would 
that say about our understanding of 
design? It’s a fine balance. 

k atherine heaton 

Katherine Heaton is the  
Account Director at Johnson 
Banks, and led the project from 
the client side.

t: @katheaton

bonG

Bong International is a full 
service design and development 
agency, co-founded by Simon 
Sweeney and Ben West. 

t: @bong_intl

  timeline

Key dates in the  
Johnson Banks project

oCtober 2015

Johnson Banks devises information 
architecture and writes brief following a 

period of research into competitors’ sites

november 2015

BONG is appointed, initial meeting held 
and work starts on first concepts 

DeCember 2015

BONG presents range of initial ideas, but 
none seem to hit the mark

January 2016

BONG presents the concept for  
the accepted solution

feb 2016

BONG delivers initial proofs of concept in 
the form of lean prototypes

april 2016

BONG delivers a more refined prototype 
that integrates actual content from the 

CMS build 

sept 2016

BONG re-factors the entire build, and 
includes About section. Content 

migration from previous site begins

oCt 2016 – Jan 2017

BONG re-factors the site for a third time, 
and content population is completed

DeC 2016 – mar 2017

Cross-platform testing and bug fixing is 
completed, and the site goes live 
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 evolution

How the Johnson Banks website came to be
(1) One of the initial concepts was based around an 
unusual interactive narrative that didn’t resemble a 

standard website. In an effort to have the best of both 
worlds, a standard website was added into the menu. (2) 
Initial proposals focused on a verbal approach inspired by 

the ‘rebus’ – an age-old device where words are 
substituted with pictures or symbols. (3) Early concepts 
centred around images in coloured boxes. We felt that 
the Work page was stronger than the homepage, so in 

the next stage the homepage became more like the Work 
page. (4) The pastel shades didn’t feel strong enough, so 
in the next round we experimented with colours drawn 
from each piece of work. (5) Cropping into images and 

using them full width in each box was another option, but 
the route depended on the strength of imagery and 

ability of the user to recognise a project from its crop. (6) 
An attempt to do away with colour blocks and instead 

demonstrate the structure using coloured borders.

3

2
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BONG: The things we make sometimes 
are intentionally challenging to use 
because we’re trying to make something 
we haven’t seen before. We think the 
state the internet is in now means you 
can make pretty much anything, so why 
standardise interaction? The usual UX 
crowd probably think we’re idiots.

Can you talk us through how it all  
fits together?
BONG: Our CMS of choice is Craft, and 
its job here is to serve feeds of content 
from a JSON API for the scrolling blocks, 
and HTML templates for the content 
pages. It seemed complicated at the time 
but seems stupidly simple now. 

What technologies are running things 
behind the scenes?
Over the course of the project we wrote 
three versions of the frontend. The first 
used the Angular framework, which was 
helpful to get a first version of the idea 
running quickly, but it became obvious 
soon after that the framework was too 
big and too heavy, and we didn’t really 
know what we were doing with it. The 
second and third iterations didn’t use 
any frameworks or big view libraries, 
just a handful of small tools for 
awkward little things like routing (page.
js), AJAX (xhr), or creating elements 

(hyperscript). It felt much better to 
have full control over what was going 
on, and we were able to optimise for 
performance in ways that hadn’t been 
possible in a framework. 

Did testing bring up any major problems? 
BONG: In the second version of the 
build, the main content area was a huge 
fixed element being moved up and down 
with CSS. We were listening to all kinds 
of events and jumping through hoops to 
make it behave like a scrolling page does 
by default; the idea was that it would be 
simpler if it worked the same way as all 
the other boxes on the screen. That idea 
was garbage, which became clear when 
the site was tested on older phones and 
the animation for simply pushing a page 
of text up and down wasn’t keeping up. 
So that’s when we went for the third and 
final rewrite, where that area is a totally 
conventional old-fashioned scrolling 
webpage, and the boxes alongside it are 
managed separately.

Did you learn any useful lessons while 
building the site? 

KH: It was really useful to start 
prototyping quickly. So much of the 
concept relies on interaction and 
movement that we found it incredibly 
useful to start understanding how the 
pieces fit together. 

BONG: Most of the hard learning for  
us came from the process of working 
with a studio as well-known as 
Johnson Banks. Because they are 
designers too, albeit with a focus on 
the arguably much more difficult area 
of branding, we had to be aware of 
their aesthetic preferences and try to 
create interactions and layout that were 
congruent, but also challenging.

Did you expect a positive response? 
KH: We thought that people would 
either love it or hate it, we just didn’t 
know which was more likely! Frankly, 
we’re pleased that on the whole people 
seem to like it, and appreciate that we 
were trying to do something different.

BONG: We had no idea how it would 
land, it’s been a bloody delight. 

Real estate On iPad, screen space is prioritised,  
but a ‘reducing modules’ idea is still present
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Web design is 95% 
typography, so it’s about 
time designers started 
to take this art form 
seriously. Here are 10 
steps to take towards 
improving yours…

Author

Matej Latin
Matej (@matejlatin) is 
a Lead uX/uI designer 
at Auto trader uK. he 
loves exploring and 
writing about the grey 
area between design 
and development.
matejlatin.co.uk

T
ypography is something 
everyone does, the digital 
revolution has fundamentally 
changed that. When a 

communication tool like that comes 
into the hands of the masses, rules get 
forgotten and best practices abandoned. 
Like every medium that preceded it, 
web started off ignoring the centuries 
of typography’s evolution. But finally, 
in the last few years, there has been the 
presence of an awakening desire for a 
better typography on the web. 

As web designers and web developers, 
it is time to equally acknowledge the 
importance of typography and of both  
of our roles in shaping it for the web.  
Let’s take a look at a 10 essential basics 
that every web designer and every web 
developer should abide by.



Google says recommended line width in Google’s Material Design Guidelines

above and below Line-height on the web is evenly distributed below and above the line of text
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and too few breaks for the eyes when 
they’re overly long. 

Line-height
Too many designers and web developers 
that I’ve met think of line-height as an 
isolated text feature, so they tend to set it 
based on what seems right. Consequently, 
line-height is something that gets set 
without too much consideration. But 
line-height is too important to be set so 
mindlessly. The width of the lines affects 
the line-height. The longer the lines, the 
more space between them is required. 
Type size affects the line-height. The 
larger it is, the larger the line-height 
should be as well. Type colour affects it 
too. Darker and heavier type requires 
more space between the lines. Ideal line-
height is usually between 1,3 and 1,6. 

The equilateral triangle of a  
perfect paragraph
Type size, line-width and line-height 
can’t be considered in isolation, and they 
never should be. That’s why an equilateral 

1 Web developers should 
have typography skills
Typography is something 

designers are expected to deal with.  
It’s considered an art, and designers 
are the ones on the artistic side of web 
design, right? 

But whatever gets designed for the web 
needs to be transformed into code. 
There is no printer, no magic button that 
transforms designs into their intended 
format. Not on the web. Web typography 
is caught in a grey area between design 
and development, and people that can 
create beautiful designs and then turn 
them into code are rare. A designer 
needs to pay attention to a lot of details 
to get typography right, but how can we 
expect developers to be able to turn those 
into code if they don’t notice them? The 
answer is to make sure your developer 
colleagues understand the basics of 
typography and then work on it together.

2 Shape your paragraphs 
meticulously
“The reader should be able to 

read the message of a text easily and 
comfortably. This depends to a not 
inconsiderable extent on the size of the 
type, the length of the lines and the 
leading (line-height).”
—Josef Mueller–Brockmann

Type size
A common rule for setting the body text 
is to set it to a size that would match 
the size of the text in a book at an arm’s 
length distance.

Recommended size for today’s screens 
is 16px for mobile and from 18 to 22 px 
for desktop. This also depends on the 
typeface, as some are set at 16px, and 
may seem larger than others.

Line-width
Reading very long lines of text is tiring 
for our eyes. We need constant pauses, 
which are provided by line breaks. The 
ideal width of a line of text is from 45 to 
75 characters, including spaces. Anything 
that reaches far from that range gets hard 
to read very quickly. There is too much 
line switching when lines are too short, 

triangle is a perfect representation 
of a well-designed paragraph. I call it 
The Equilateral Triangle of a Perfect 
Paragraph. For it, we need a good type 
size that matches the line-width, which 
matches the line-height. Get one of them 
wrong, and your triangle is skewed. 

3 Learn the basics of the 
anatomy of a typeface
Learning about the details that 

go into producing typefaces and diving 
deep into their anatomy isn’t required to 
improve your web typography skills. But 
there are two important aspects that you 
do need to know about: type colour and 
x-height.

Type colour & contrast
In typography, by ‘type colour’ we  
don’t mean actual colour like red or 
blue. Type colour means how heavy a 
black typeface looks like on a white 
background. This depends mostly on  
the contrast of the typeface and its  
actual size. 
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On white A word, set in different typefaces has a different presence on a white background, depending on its colour

Super six Massimo Vignelli’s six typefaces

Modern type typefaces with a larger X-height are considered easier to read
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Contrast in a typeface like 
Merriweather is low, meaning that all 
parts of letters are of similar width. 
Bodoni is a great example of a typeface 
with high contrast, clearly visible in the 
lightness of its serifs.

Setting type to a particular size is 
relative because typefaces come in 
different sizes. That may sound strange 
at first, but the Merriweather and Bodoni 
examples above are set at the same size – 
32 pixels. Yet, they look like they’re set in 
completely different sizes.

X-height
X-height matches the height of the 
lowercase ‘x’, but it’s considered 
something that closely applies to all 
lowercase letters. It varies from typeface 
to typeface. The ones with a larger 
x-height are considered easier to read and 
modern while their opposite counterparts 
are considered classic. Equally, the 
typefaces with a larger x-height will 
seem to be taller and larger than the ones 
with a smaller one.

4 Consider these 5 things 
when choosing 
typefaces

Goals
What is the goal of your text? Or even, of 
your website? Is it a place where people 
come to read medium to long articles? 
Or is it a website where most people are 
expected to scan the content, looking for 
something particular? 

The text
This is the most important step everyone 
skips or even completely ignores. What 
type of content will be published? News? 
Blog posts? Poems? Essays? Get some 
content samples and read them.

Body text or headings?
Are you choosing a typeface for body text 
or for titles only? This is an important 
question that needs to be addressed early 
in the process. If the typeface is for body 
text, you should pay particular attention 
to the readability of longer texts. 

“In the new computer age, the 
proliferation of typefaces and type 
manipulations represents a new level  
of visual pollution threatening our 
culture. Out of thousands of typefaces, 
all we need are a few basic ones, and 
trash the rest.”
—Massimo Vignelli

One of the greatest visual 
communicators, Massimo Vignelli, 
made a career by only using six 
typefaces, and he produced a lot of 
graphic design work in his life. For 
him, all the many typefaces presented 
noise and pollution. He saw them as 
distractions – meaningless trends that 
come and go. His view was quite radical, 
but I think he had a point. There are so 
many typefaces out there that it can be 
hard to know how to separate the good 
from the bad – and believe me, there 
are more of the latter than the former. 

Less is more  
in typography



Perfect combination Futura and Baskerville have a similar x-height which reinforces them as a good combination

Futura and Baskerville are a perfect pair
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3 Evaluate the combination
Based on two basic design principles:

●  Contrast ○Is the proposed typeface in 
obvious contrast with the anchor one? 
Is it from a different era or a completely 
different style, but when put together 
they complement each other?

●  Harmony Is the x-height of the two 
typefaces the same? Does the sans-
serif typeface have a serif companion?

4 Eliminate/choose a combination
Based on the previous step, does the 
typeface match any of the evaluating 
factors? If not, you should probably 
eliminate the potential candidate. Repeat 
steps 3 and 4 until you’re left with only 
one typeface. 

6 Pay attention to vertical 
and horizontal rhythm
There are two types of rhythm in 

typography: horizontal (spacing between 
letters and words) and vertical (spacing 
between lines of text, between different 
elements etc). Horizontal rhythm mostly 
impacts the legibility while vertical 
rhythm impacts the readability and 
establishes a sense of visual hierarchy. 

Horizontal rhythm
Don’t justify on the web
Rhythm in typography needs to be 
consistent. Too much spacing between 
words breaks the rhythm, and in turn 
the flow of reading. It turns the easiest 
text to read into one that is hard to 
consume. No matter the language, words 
or typeface used. Until hyphenation is 
properly supported by web browsers, 
don’t use justified alignment.

Weights and styles
Does the typeface come with the basic 
weights and styles? Bold, italic and bold 
italic? You shouldn’t use one that doesn’t 
have these basic styles and weights.  

OpenType features & language support
OpenType features like ligatures and 
small caps add depth to your typography. 
Your work will look more professional if 
you use them. The last – but not least – 
important aspect is: does the typeface 
you want to use support the language that 
the website is in? If not, don’t use it.

5 Combine typefaces that 
work well together
Bad typography on the web in 

the early years of the internet was often 
blamed on the poor range of typefaces 
available. But typography is not about 
choosing typefaces; it’s about presenting 
information in an objective way. So the 
question that we need to answer is: do we 
really need more than one typeface? If 
you do believe that you need the second 
typeface to benefit your design, here’s a 
four-step process that will help you get 
better at it.

1 Find an anchor
Find the main body typeface, just like we 
described in the previous step.

2 Find typefaces for possible 
combinations
This is probably the most time-
consuming task in the process, but try 
not to spend too much time on this. Start 
browsing the typefaces, and write down 
the ones you think could fit with your 
anchor. Don’t go too deep into exploring 
each of the possible typefaces too soon. 

How to mix and match

Take a look at this photo of a living room. 
How would you describe it? It feels 
modern, right? But there’s something 
else. It feels warm, too. Unusual for living 
rooms with modern, futuristic furniture. 
Yet, this one does. The brick wall brings 
this feeling of warmth and coziness to a 
room that would look cold without it.  
This is a great example of contrast in 
interior design. 

How can we apply this to typography? 
Let’s take the Baskerville typeface for 
our main body text. Baskerville was 
designed by John Baskerville in 1754. It 
was a modern typeface at the time, as it 
was pushing the boundaries of what was 
possible in typography. It’s perceived as 
a classic these days, though. It evokes 
feeling of trust and warmth. Now, let’s 
complement it with an uppercase-only 
Futura for headings. Futura was designed 
by Paul Renner in 1927. It’s a modern, 
geometric sans-serif typeface. 

Our design looks rich. It has a story to tell. 
But most importantly, it works. It uses 
two typeface classics from different eras. 
Each comes from the opposite of the scale 
between modern/cold and classic/warm. 
Together, they’re like fire and ice that turn 
into water. Harmony through contrast. 



Perfect maths heading 3’s line-height equals 2 lines, its margins equal 3 lines on top and one line at the bottom 

Good and bad Comparing left-aligned and justified text on the web (without hyphenation) 

Rhythm type Be sure to master the difference
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Vertical rhythm
Let’s say that a website has the main body 
text set in 20 pixels and a line-height 
of 30 pixels. The measure (line-width) 
should be appropriate for this size and 
line-height – 700 pixels is about right. 
We now have all we need to set up the 
vertical rhythm throughout the page. To 
do that, we need a basic rhythmical unit. 
In typography, that’s line-height.

p {
  font-size: 20px;
  line-height: 30px; // main unit
  margin-bottom: 30px; // = 1 main unit
}

Now, let’s add a heading with a font-size 
of 50 pixels to our page. To accommodate 
a heading of this size and keep that 
vertical rhythm we need a line-height of 
at least 60 pixels (30 pixels × 2). Margins 
should also be a multiplication of the 
line-height. We apply a top margin of 90 
pixels and a bottom one of 30 pixels. 

h3 {
  font-size: 50px;
  line-height: 60px; // = 2 * 30px (main body text 
line-height)
  margin-top: 90px; // = 3 * 30px 
  margin-bottom: 30px; // = 1 * 30px
}

7 Use a modular scale
Don’t just pull the font sizes out 
of thin air. Doing so will result 

in numerous styles and sizes without any 
meaning at all. A modular scale brings 
order, harmony and meaning to your type 
sizes, code, typography, and in the end, 
what matters the most: your website. 
Instead of 20 different styles and sizes, 

set a few basic ones and reuse them. 
The idea of a modular scale is simple:

1 Choose your base size
Experiment with your main body 
typeface and find out what size works 
best. Once done, use it as your base size 
for the modular scale. 

2 Choose a scale
Go to modularscale.com, enter your base 
size, choose a scale, and the tool will give 
you a list of sizes you should use. 

3 Define sizes so they match the scale
Once you decided which scale you’ll use, 
you must define all your text sizes by 
choosing one from that range. 

Example
Let’s say we decided to set our main body 
text at 18px and chose the Perfect Fifth 
scale. We now want to set the basic text 

sizes: headings 1 to 4, figure caption and 
the small print. 

These are the values that the scale offers 
to choose from:
136.688px 7.594em 8.543em @ 16
91.125px 5.863em 5.695em @ 16
68.75px 3.375em 3.797em @ 16
40.5px 2.25em 2.531em @ 16
27px 1.5em 1.688em @ 16
18px 1em 1.125em @ 16
12px 0.667em 0.75em @ 16
8px 0.444em 0.5em @ 16

Using the ratios in the rightmost column 
we could assign font sizes like this:
elements Size
heading 1 3.797rem
heading 2 2.531rem
heading 3 1.668rem
heading 4 1rem
Figure caption 0.75rem
Small 0.5rem

A modular scale brings order, harmony
and meaning to your type sizes, code,
typography, and in the end, your website



What’s better? Compare the two paragraphs. one of them 
has small caps and oldstyle figures enabled

Spot the diference? Letters with and without ligatures

Little details the use of small caps and oldstyle figures can make your website more professional

Why are they so good? Ligatures help keep the horizontal rhythm consistent
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you can enable them by using the 
following CSS:

.class {
  font-variant-caps: small-caps;
  font-feature-settings: “smcp”;
}

Using old-style figures
Most fonts come with the lining figures 
by default – very few come with the 
old-style figures. Ideally, you should use 
the latter for body text. Some of those 
that don’t come with old-style figures as 
default, support them as an OpenType 
feature. When they do, you can use it with 
the following CSS:

a few, and some none. Some typefaces 
come with additional ligatures, like 
discretionary and contextual, which have 
more of an ornamental purpose. 

9 Use small caps and 
oldstyle figures in  
body text

Small caps are smaller versions of 
capital letters. They usually come as an 
OpenType feature or as a separate font. 
They should be used for abbreviations 
in the body text, so they don’t stand out 
as much as their regular capital letter 
counterparts. They can also be used as a 
stylistic touch to the typographic style. 

The lining figures, the most common 
style of figures, should ideally be used 
in combination with capital letters only. 
There are a few styles of figures, but most 
fonts only come with the regular lining 
ones. Old-style figures should be used 
within the body text because for the same 
reason as the small caps: they shouldn’t 
stand out. Old-style figures are basically a 
lowercase version of figures. 

Enabling small caps
If the font you’re using supports the 
small caps as an OpenType feature  

8 Use ligatures
A ligature is two or more letters 
joined as a single glyph for two 

reasons: legibility and aesthetics. The 
most common ligature, that everyone 
has seen is the ampersand. Yes, the ‘&’ 
symbol. It comes in various shapes, but 
at its core, it’s a combination of letters ‘e’ 
and ‘t’ – ‘et’ in Latin meaning ‘and’. 

Take a close look. Notice that some 
letters collide with others (especially 
those set in Georgia). The combination of 
‘f’ and ‘i’ is particularly noticeable – and 
unappealing as well.

What’s the point of ligatures?
Besides aesthetics, ligatures improve  
the spacing between letters, and 
therefore the horizontal rhythm. It’s a 
small detail, but in typography, small 
details make big differences. 

There are a few different types of 
ligatures, but the most common ones are 
the ones replacing letter combinations 
‘ff ’,  ‘fi ’, ‘fl ’, ‘ffi ’, ‘ffl ’, and ‘th’. Make sure 
you use them by setting:

text-rendering: optimizeLegibility;

Keep in mind that not all typefaces have 
all these ligatures. Some may only have 



.class {
    font-variant-numeric: oldstyle-nums;
}

At first, the difference is very subtle.  
But now that you’ve seen it, you  
might start noticing it everywhere.  
In web typography, it’s small details like  
these that can be the difference between 
professional websites and the rest.

10 Use the right dashes 
and smart quotes
The majority of people  

misuse dashes and don’t use the right 
quotation marks. Unlike in the past, 
these days, typography is something 
everyone does. Rules and best practice 
guidelines got lost along the way. 
Typography got bastardised. Using a 
hyphen (-) where an em dash (—) should 
be, and straight quotation marks instead 
of the curly ones are the two most 
common things everyone gets wrong, 
without even knowing.

Smart quotes
There are two types of quotation marks: 
straight and curly. Most people just use 
straight ones for everything, but the 
curly ones should be used for whenever 
someone is quoted. “He’ll be there” 
instead of "He'll be there".

&ldquo;he&rsquo;ll be there&rdquo;

Dashes
There are five different dashes all in all, 
and most fonts have at least three. The 
mentioned hyphen (-), the em dash (—) 
and the en dash (–). 

The em dash
The em dash should be used as an 
indicator of speaker in a narrative. 
—“Why is typography important?” he 
enquired. A more common use of the 
em dash is to indicate the author after a 

essential reading 
material on type

Better Web type
Better Web Type is an easy-to-follow 
web typography email course for web 
designers & web developers.
betterwebtype.com

typography inspector
Typography Inspector is a Chrome plugin 
that analyses the typography on your site 
and helps you improve it.
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/
detail/typography-inspector/
mbbnlbimlnfachlfnjnolpehiimhbjjm

Combining typefaces by tim Brown
Tim Brown’s pocket guide to combining 
typefaces is an essential part of  
studying web typography. It’s available 
free as a PDF.
https://typekit.files.wordpress.
com/2016/04/combiningtypefaces.pdf

quote, followed by a thin space, like so:

“This is a quote”
— Author

&ldquo;this is a quote.&rdquo;
&mdash;&thinsp;Author //In this case the em 
dash should be followed by a thin space

The em dash can also be used as a 
replacement for a comma. It means 
a break, maybe a bit longer than the 
comma. “He waited—but nothing 
happened.”

The en dash
The main purpose of the en dash (–) is to 
replace the word ‘to ’, so instead 5 to 6 PM, 
we write 5–6 PM. Notice the lack of spaces 
on both sides of the en dash. 

5&ndash;6 PM

Hyphen
All of which leaves us with the hyphen 
(-). It’s primarily used for hyphenating 

words, hence the name, and for 
connecting two or more words together: 
fine-tuned.

Better web typography for a better web
The more I dive into typography, the 
more I think of it as a forgotten art. 
The digital revolution had a huge part 
in bastardising it. It looks like every 
medium needs to evolve to a point where 
typography finally improves and the web 
seems to be reaching that point. 

We need to work on improving the 
quality of web typography to start 
producing a better web. If web design 
really is 95 per cent typography, as Oliver 
Reichenstein from ia.net claimed, we 
can’t expect web designers to handle 
that burden alone. I created the Better 
Web Type course so both designers and 
developers can contribute to that better 
web together. 

“These days, typography is something
everyone does. Rules and best practice
guidelines got lost along the way”
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The Service Design way

Revamp your design 
team and understand 
customers better with 
Luis Rodriguez’s 
Service Design guide 

I
s service design more than 
just expensive brainstorming 
techniques? Readers of this 
magazine will probably ponder 

this – after all, not everyone has a 
leadership role in their design or product 
teams, and service design might sound 
like something for the stakeholders 
to philosophise about. “Better to 
get on with useful code and design 
techniques ,” some might understandably 
suggest. However, brand and product 
experiences are influenced by outside 
factors, some of which are beyond the 
design team’s control. Therefore, to 
consider all potential customer touch 
points and avoid fragmenting into 
disjointed experiences, design teams 
can start thinking of themselves as 
holistic service delivery units with all 
members contributing valuable domain 

tHe
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results in a map or sequence of events 
and functions that effectively represent 
your product’s or organisation’s digital 
and physical interactions with its 
audiences. At the same time, it also 
offers an opportunity to generate ideas 
for innovation. Apart from honing a 
user-friendly and relevant product, 
service design can uncover ways for a 
company to stay competitive by aligning 
its capabilities to the service sustainably. 
Already, machine learning is making 
different media, data and transactions 
accessible in visual and auditory formats, 
pushing the boundaries of familiar 
human-computer interactions. This is 
encouraging designers to reframe current 
user experiences beyond traditional 
inputs and outputs to service. 

introduction to service design
Service design methods go hand in hand 
with tried and tested product design 

knowledge such as business, marketing, 
design, code, server technologies and 
data systems. Service design creates 
opportunities for team collaboration 
as well as increasing the potential to 
successfully meet audience metrics or 
conversion and retention goals.

What does ai have to 
do with it?
The current rise in artificial intelligence 
and robotics is leading to the rethinking 
of, and sometimes the entire overhaul 
of, established product roadmaps and 
ecosystems, as well as their related 
user experiences, business logic, server 
infrastructures and data sources. These 
new paradigms lead to consumer-
focused cognitive realms. Using service 
design as a discipline to account for the 
intersections of people, infrastructure, 
communication and physical components 
in planning and organising your product, 

methods, while adding new facets to the 
design process. The different schools of 
thought generally converge around these 
general methods:

●  Definition of actors (users) and actions 
(steps taken by users and behind the 
scenes) involved in the services that are 
being designed.

●  Scenarios, use cases and sequences 
of actions and actors’ roles usually 
captured in a service blueprint.

●  Components of the service, including 
people’s contextual information, 
interactions, technical systems, 
business logic and data sources.
 

The variation in the methods above helps 
define the requirements for the product 
or service and its underlying system that 
supports it. They all, however, make wide 
use of anthropology and ethnography 
disciplines, including video-ethnography 
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and other contextual inquiry techniques 
to really gain a deep understanding of 
users’ behaviour. Other familiar user 
experience research methods are widely 
used including contextual interviews, 
personas, task analysis and journey 
mapping to capture vital information 
about users’ lives and what they go 
through on a day-to-day basis to make 
the product or service relevant.

The end result is a blueprint of the 
service that details the components 
and interactions of the product by using 
well-known techniques from software 
development to capture functional 
requirements of an app. This includes 

service scenarios and use cases, but also 
goes beyond that by capturing key user 
behaviour and expectations.

Jump-starting a  
service design culture
Service design methods allow us to 
develop and iterate a future for our 
customers with enough flexibility 
baked in to change direction and 
move forward in to comfortable team 
development cadences. With such a set-
up, we can manage progress, research 
implementation of up-and-coming 
trends and technologies, and have 
the ability to deliver better and faster 

Service design methods allow us to 
develop and iterate a future for our 
customers with enough flexibility baked 
in to change direction and move forward

introducing service 
design methods in a 
developer-oriented 
organisation

Things were not looking good for our 
search app. The long list of pain points 
recorded in customer service logs had 
team members losing morale. As is 
typically the case, upper management 
invested in a visual redesign of the 
user interface as a panacea. However, 
after the first few months of the design 
sprints and numerous committee 
meetings, it was obvious to all that the 
underlying system of the app needed 
to be completely overhauled. This was 
the perfect opportunity for the user-
experience team to rally everyone from 
the project team together across all 
disciplines through participatory service 
design methods. By joining forces, they 
could recognise the current ecosystem 
and reimagine what it would take to 
overhaul it. The initial sessions got 
everybody together in a conference room 
jointly defining the people, processes, 
back-end and data involved in the 
app. Everyone contributed, especially 
developers, who were not shy and even 
included quirky anecdotes about the 
users’ lives and invaluable knowledge 
about legacy and external systems that 
critically sustained the entire application. 
This proved that UX as a discipline 
offers more than sketches or stickies on 
walls. The end result was a unanimous 
understanding of what the system 
should be and allowed us as a design 
team to stick to our design roots while 
helping other team members feel their 
insights were included.
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services with true business value such as 
lower operating costs and efficiencies.

However, service design methods 
and strategy alone won’t get your 
organisation to the future your customers 
will exist in. A true service design culture 
must exist to get your digital teams 
working on what matters most while 
iterating on solutions and improving 
existing products. Additionally, 
considering artificial-intelligence 
opportunities in our products through 
service design methods puts us in tune 
with our customer expectations and gives 
us the ability to provide actionable users’ 
data to our stakeholders.

As stated earlier, service design 
practices are generally related to the 
disciplines of product design, interaction 
design and systems design, and are 
represented in the following phases:

 
1 discovery
Here the aim is to first gain a full 
understanding of the problem(s) that 

need solving and the overall context. The 
discovery phase is very hi-octane in the 
sense that there is a lot of idea generation 
and sharing while uniting the teams, 
at the same time that expectations are 
constantly being reset, especially on the 
part of stakeholders. We understand their 
business dilemmas and work with them 
to remain flexible while maintaining 
integrity to the user experience and long-
term vision for the product(s). Activities 
include: design workshops and customer 
journey mapping.  

 
2 design
Findings from the previous phase are 
synthesised through arduous working 
sessions that sometimes turn into 
passionate arguments but eventually 
result in high-level concepts and other 
design artefacts. This is a good time 
for developers and system architects 
to weigh in with their valuable input 

tools and techniques 

Looking for more official resources for 
service design? Below are established 
and industry-based organisations, 
tools and subject matters that can 
help you begin promoting service 
delivery thinking:

service design network (sdn)
service-design-network.org
The network is used by private and 
public organisations alike, and offers 
community knowledge, a subscription-
based journal, case studies, videos and 
recommended academic materials.

service design tools
servicedesigntools.org
This is an online archive of methods 
in diagrams and deliverables formats 
that can be used for generating service 
blueprints, user journey maps and 
other service design artefacts.

ethnography
A discipline that describes social 
settings as experienced by users. 
It reaches an understanding of the 
needs and practices of people that 
can be second nature to them and not 
articulated enough sometimes due to 
time, space or resources constraints. 
This should be performed before the 
discovery phases.

anthropology
Research techniques in this field 
aid designers in framing and 
communicating users’ technology 
habits. Eventually, findings should  
be captured in diagrams as well as 
other visualisations.

as such decisions impact the technical 
architecture and business requirements, 
and result in support of an enhanced 
digital experience. The design team does 
well in establishing a systematic way 
to design aspects of the enhanced user 
interface that is immediately followed by 
A/B testing using remote services. The 
findings of such tests can be presented 
to the team along with the new designs. 
Such practice leads to addressing 
potential and sometimes blatant “design 
problems” that can easily cost more 
to fix once a product or app has been 
launched. If ever the team cannot come 
to a unanimous agreement on the design, 
prototyping and testing can resolve 
this. Activities include: user interface 
sketching, wireframes and prototyping.    

 
3 development
At this stage, a unanimous agreement 
has been set by the team and developers 
sometimes pair with other disciplines to 
produce and deliver all components. After 

a solution is launched, teams observe 
the success against predefined goals and 
metrics, always keeping an eye out for 
future improvements.

Where to begin
If there is one service design method 
that can be easily exploited and leads 
to many gains, it is the ubiquitous 
customer journey map. I have personally 
been involved in journey map-design 
sessions where lead system architects 
and developers not only offered straight 
information about what can or can’t be 
achieved, but also were the most eager to 
share improvements and insights about 
the user’s journey with an unmatched 
empathy for the product user when 
describing this.

customer journey mapping
A user journey map can define the 
ecosystem of users, processes, tools, 

If there is one service design method that 
can be easily exploited, it is the ubiquitous 
customer journey map



 july 2017     73

maps promote a shared understanding 
of all the elements that make up user 
experiences including what a user is 
thinking, feeling and needing. However, 
instead of being a “catch all” or a design 
where every possible outcome is covered, 
journey maps are most useful when 
the end state of the journey achieves a 
desired goal, as this allows the design 
team to target specific user behaviours, 
attitudes and motivations – and what can 
turn them away.

the effect of letting users 
drive their experiences
Most of the time, users understand their 
needs better than anyone, although at 
times they might not be able to vocalise it 
like a designer would in creating a mental 

systems and data that endorse the user 
experience. Consuming a service means 
consuming an experience, a process that 
extends over time. The customer journey 
truly illustrates how our audiences 
perceive and experience the product 
over time. It also considers people’s 
lives before and after they interact with 
the app, leading to valuable insights. A 
critical first step in creating a customer 
journey is to decide the starting and 
stopping points, as these serve as a 
safety net over which the service is 
explored, organised and visualised with 
the methods discussed in this article. 
When designing journey maps, identify 
and arrange the sequence of user manual 
and automated tasks to achieve a goal 
while engaging with a product. Journey 

model. For example, when designing 
our services, we must consider what 
customers do or do not understand. This 
can lead to improvements in terms of 
support and organisational changes, 
even if we’re not the ones responsible 
for them. The thinking outlined in 
this article proposes some valuable 
techniques and insights that can lead to a 
service design transformation that feeds 
up the organisation. 

Start small by sharing with like-
minded people, looking at issues that 
arise from another point of view and 
arguing using well organised information 
or proposing a user journey map. In time, 
others will get involved, moving the 
entire organisation closer to a holistic 
service delivery mindset. 
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 CSS Grid

great on their own, but when they come together, a 
new thing is born and magic happens.

This is what our layout tools are like. They are 
great at the things they do individually, but when 
they’re combined, magic happens and we can create 
new exciting layouts. In this instance, we’ll make a 
web development pb and j of our own with CSS  
Grid and Flexbox.

What We’re Making
I figured we’d create a layout that would be next to 
impossible to create before. We’ll use CSS Grid and 
Flexbox together to create the layout I made for my 
portfolio. Each of these boxes are a different size, 
some of them span across rows and each box has a 

USE CSS GRID TO CREaTE
a RESPONSIVE LayOUT
Timothy Smith shows you how to use CSS Grid to create a responsive 
portfolio layout that would’ve been next to impossible before

Abou t t he Au thor

t imothy Smi th
w: theboldreport.net
t: @smithtimmytim
job: Designer and developer
areas of expertise:
Front-end development, 
product design, and  
Star Wars

CSS Grid Layout is growing in browser support 
every day and, dear reader, it is my pleasure to 

inform you that we can ship CSS Grid to production. 
Now, I’ve only been working on the web for about ten 
years but the quick adoption of CSS Grid has been the 
first time I’ve seen something like this happen.

Before we get to what we’re making today, let’s 
clear a couple things up first: CSS Grid is not a 
replacement for Flexbox. It’s not even a replacement 
for floats. In fact, you might realise that we’ve 
been using Flexbox to do things that CSS Grid does 
much better. But instead of thinking in terms of 
replacement, we can think in terms of combination.

Imagine, if you would for a second, a peanut butter 
and jelly sandwich. Peanut butter and jelly are pretty 
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title that sits at the bottom. We’ll use some of the 
great alignment tools that come with Flexbox to 
make that happen. Let’s get started.

01 Set up Our Markup

<ul class=”boxes”>
  <li>
    <div class=”boxes__text-wrapper”>
      <h2>Case Study Title</h2>
      <p>A catchy description for our case study. We worked 
hard.</p>
    </div>
  </li>
</ul>

We’ll duplicate that list item and everything in it 
six times so we have items to play with. In case 
you’re wondering, I’ve decided to use the ul element 
here because this is a list of entries. To me it makes 
semantic sense, but feel free to use whatever feels 
right to you.

Inside of the list item I have a div with the class of 
.boxes__text-wrapper which will contain the title of the 
case study and its accompanying description.

02 Write BaSe StyleS

body {
  font-family: Avenir, sans-serif;
  margin: 2rem auto;
  width: 95%;
}
h2,
p {
  margin: 0;
}
ul {
  list-style: none;

I wanted to take a quick moment to talk about grid lines. 
Understanding grid lines will help you place items easily.  

Let’s look at this picture as an example.

Here we have what some call the ‘Holy Grail’ layout. In essence, it’s 
composed of a header, sidebar, main content area, and footer. It’s 
set up as a two column grid, with a gutter of 2rem.

You’ll notice that we have three grid column lines and four grid 
row lines. The general rule of thumb I try to keep in mind is that 
however many rows or columns there are, add one to get how 
many lines you actually have.

So how would we go about placing things using grid lines?

aside {
  grid-column: 1 / 2;
}

main {
  grid-column: 2 / 3;
}

Here we are telling our sidebar to start at grid line one and end at 
grid line two. Our main content area will start at grid line two and 
then end at grid line three. CSS Grid truly gives us the tools to place 
our items easily.

GriD LiNeS
  EXPErT AdViCE

Let’s clear something up:
CSS Grid is not a replacement
for Flexbox. It’s not even a 
replacement for floats

Step 1 Our layout doesn’t look like much, but the skeleton with our six items is in place
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  padding: 0;
  margin: 0;
}
.boxes > * {
  padding: .5rem;
  background-color: #333;
  color: white;
}

Here we’ll set some base styles to work with. I’ve 
changed the font to be Avenir because it’s my go-to 
when prototyping something like this. We’ll remove 
margin from our heading and paragraph, and reset 
the unordered list. We’ll also give each list item some 
default styles to help us see where each one is.

03 Set up Our grid
We want to build our layout for mobile first. Setting 
up our grid on small screens is as easy as this:

.boxes {
  display: grid;
  grid-auto-rows: minmax(125px, auto);
  grid-gap: .5rem;
}

Grid will stack our items on top of one another 
because by default there is only one column. We’ll 
create some space between each case study by using 
grid-gap – this lets us add a gutter between rows and 
columns. Forget adding a margin to columns only to 
need complex nth-child selectors; gutters only appear 
between columns or rows, never after or before a 
column or row.grid-gap is the shorthand of  
grid-column-gap and grid-row-gap. Usually I’d use the 
longhand, but we’re going to overwrite both as the 
browser grows so we’ll use the shorthand.

Next, we’ll use grid-auto-rows to tell our grid 
container the height of new rows. Grid will create 

new rows to place all of our content. We can control 
the size of these automatically-created rows with the 
grid-auto-rows property. We’re using a new function 
available to us: minmax(). With minmax() we can  
specify a minimum size and a maximum size. With 
our code we’re saying that we want our rows to be 
a minimum of 120px and a maximum of auto. We’re 
using auto here because we want our rows to grow if 
the content warrants it.

04 large BrOWSer COMpatiBility

@media screen and (min-width: 40em) {
  .boxes {
    grid-template-columns: repeat(6, 1fr);
    grid-gap: 2px;
  }
}

Now when our browser is 40em or larger, we’re  
telling our grid container that we want six  
columns of one fraction each. grid-template-columns 
is the property we use to tell our grid how many 
columns should exist. It accepts all the length units 
we know and love such as rem, em, px, percentages,  
vw, vh and fr.

Step 2 We’ve set our font to something a bit nicer and removed the default 
margin from headings and paragraphs

Step 3 With only three lines, we’ve added a gutter between our Grid items 
and made them a bit taller
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The fr is a new unit that we get with CSS Grid 
Layout. With it, we can tell the browser to do maths 
instead of you or I. Now I don’t know about you but 
maths isn’t necessarily my forte. The more maths 
isn’t done by me, the better. By telling the browser to 
create six columns of one fraction, the browser will 
calculate the width of our grid container and split it 
into six equal columns. Also, because Grid is smart, 
it’ll only divide the space left over after calculating 
the gutter that we specified.

05 Style individual iteMS
Our case studies look a little drab as just grey 
boxes. Let’s add a background image, get our titles 
to display at the bottom of these boxes and add a 
gradient so that our title stands out.

.boxes li {
  background-image:
    linear-gradient(rgba(0,0,0,0), rgba(0,0,0,0.8)),
    url(path/to/image);
  background-size: cover;
  display: flex;
  align-items: flex-end;
}

I’m using an image I found from unsplash.com as 
my background, feel free to use whichever image 
you’d like. I’m also bringing Flexbox into the mix to 
align our text to the bottom of our boxes. You won’t 

see that yet, but as we place each different box you’ll  
eventually see it work.

06 plaCe iteMS On the grid
Unfortunately, Grid does not have a way to 
automatically place items in the grid layout that we 
saw at the beginning. Fortunately for us, however, 
Grid does give us the tools to do it manually quite 
easily. In this tutorial I’ll be using nth-child to place 
each list item. In a production website I would advise 
to use a class which, given the right planning, could 
make it possible to automate layouts like this in a 
content-heavy site.

Let’s get started with our first item.

@media screen and (min-width: 40em) {
  .boxes li:nth-child(1) {
    grid-column: 1 / -1;
    grid-row: span 3;
  }
}

Step 4 Our grid is taking shape! We have six columns to work with and less gutter between our grid items

Step 5 Coffee makes everything look nicer doesn’t it? Also the subtle gradient makes our title and description stand out

Because Grid is smart, it will
only divide the space left over
after calculating the gutter that
we specified
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We’ll be putting all of our placement styles inside of 
that media query we wrote earlier because we want 
this layout to happen after our browser is 40em or 
larger. With nth-child we’re targeting the first list 
item. CSS Grid lets us easily place our items with  
grid-column and grid-row. There are many different 
ways to specify where items should be, but here we 
are telling our item to start at column line one and 
span the whole container with -1.

Then, with grid-row , we are telling the item to span 
three rows. How do we know that three rows will 
be the size we want? Well, we specified the size of 
these rows with grid-auto-rows a few moments ago, 
and if we’re not happy with them we can change the 
minimum size.

Let’s place the rest of our items.

@media screen and (min-width: 40em) {
  .boxes li:nth-child(2) {
    grid-column: span 2;
    grid-row: span 7;
  }

  .boxes li:nth-child(3) {
    grid-column: span 4;
    grid-row: span 3;
  }

  .boxes li:nth-child(4) {
    grid-column: span 2;
    grid-row: span 4;
  }

  .boxes li:nth-child(5),
  .boxes li:nth-child(6) {
    grid-column: span 2;
    grid-row: span 2;
  }
}

Isn’t it amazing how much control Grid Layout 
gives us? With only a few lines of code, we can put 
together a completely responsive layout that won’t 
break if any more items are added. Sure, they might 
look a little wonky because they’ll only take up one 
grid column and row by default, but it doesn’t break 
our layout. If we were doing this with floats, and 
fixed widths and heights, we’d be in a bind if more 
content were to be added.

QuiCk aSide On Older BrOWSerS
Okay, it’s time to address the elephant in the room. 
‘What about older browsers, Tim?’ That’s a very  
valid question, thank you for asking. My answer 

eXtrA reADiNG
  rESOUrCES

If you want to keep learning about CSS Grid, I recommend the 
following resources.

CSS layout news
csslayout.news
There are always designers and developers discovering new things 
about CSS Grid and other layout tools. Rachel Andrew curates this 
excellent newsletter with all the latest layout articles and tutorials.

the experimental lab of Jen Simmons
labs.jensimmons.com
Jen Simmons has been working on some really great CSS Grid 
demos. A site like this is perfect to open up your developer tools 
and inspect them. Read the code she’s been writing and try to 
create the layouts for yourself.

CSS grid layout Spec
w3.org/TR/css3-grid-layout
The best place to learn the ins and outs of CSS Grid is by reading 
the spec. Yes, it can be a bit of a tedious read, but it’s the source 
of truth. You’ll find detailed explanations of every property and 
examples of how to use them.
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to this question is the same as it is for any new 
feature in CSS: use feature queries and embrace the 
cascade. Feature queries are very well supported 
(check caniuse.com/#feat=css-featurequeries), and 
where they’re not we can place our fallback first. For 
example, we’d write something along the lines of:

.your-selector {
  display: flex;
}

/* Your Grid code */
@supports (display: grid) {
  display: grid;
  grid-template-columns: repeat(3, 1fr);
  grid-gap: 1rem 2rem;
}

Writing our code in this way means that if the 
browser understands Grid Layout, it’ll use that 
instead of Flexbox. Also, because we’re embracing 
the cascade, browsers that don’t understand feature 
queries will ignore them and already have the 
information they need. We might need to plan how 
we write our styles a little more than usual, but by 
doing it we can create great-looking layouts with 
sensible fallbacks.

Also, as time goes on, there will only be more 
and more support for CSS Grid. Just think how great 
would it be to later delete our fallbacks and leave all 
the Grid-related CSS. As you learn more about Grid, 
you’ll realise that it does lots of things we do right 
now with many fewer lines of CSS.

Wrapping up
I hope you enjoyed this tutorial, and if this was your 
introduction to CSS Grid, I know you must be itching 
to learn more. That’s great! Don’t let the learning 
stop here! Go forth and practice what you’ve learned 
and continue to learn more. CSS Grid opens the door 
to a whole new world of peanut-butter-and-jelly 
combinations; it’s up to you and I to create them. 

Step 6 Grid makes it insanely easy to size our Grid items however we’d like. But this is only the beginning

Step 7 Our finished layout! Isn’t this amazing? Grid allows us to place 
our items easily in two dimensions
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Adobe Experience Design CC, ‘XD’ for short, is 
Adobe’s response to Sketch, the critically 

acclaimed macOS app that’s used to design user 
interfaces. However, not only is Adobe XD available 
for macOS, but it works on Windows OS too, and 
includes both prototyping and feedback features, 
making it the number one competitor to Sketch. If 
you’re already established in the Adobe ecosystem, 
and/or you’re a happy customer of the Adobe Creative 
Cloud, and you’re a user interface designer, then this 

tutorial is for you. In it, we’ll walk through the 
process of mocking up a low-fidelity wireframe of a 
nutrition-themed iOS app. Then we’ll demonstrate 
how the user would flow from one app screen to the 
next using Adobe XD’s prototyping tools, how to 
share the design and exchange feedback with your 
team, and how to use the design tools to add some 
visuals to the layout. We’ll focus on three screens 
that help onboard the user into the app (sign up, 
choose category, and choose item).

Designing & PrototyPing 
with ADobe XD
In this step-by-step walkthrough, Daniel Schwarz shows us how to 
design, iterate and prototype using Adobe XD

 Adobe Xd

Abou t t he Au thor

DAniel SchwArz
w: mrdaniels.ch/warz
t: @mrdanielschwarz
job: Design & UX Co-Editor, 
SitePoint
areas of expertise: Sketch, 
UX, interface design
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Step 2 Add basic shapes to build up your wireframe. Don’t forget to give them useful namesStep 1 Begin by creating an artboard to your desired size
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Draw ShapeS to 
Form a wireFrame
02

Now we’ve created an 
artboard, we’ll mock up a 

very basic low-fidelity wireframe of 
our app concept inside it. Our aim is 
to make it perfectly clear what this 
app screen does and how the user 
interacts with it, without wasting 
too much of our valuable time. This 
means we’ll be using a combination 
of basic shapes and unstyled text 
layers to demonstrate what our app 
does (ie, no visual aesthetics… yet).

You’ll notice some shape tools 
in the left-hand side toolbar – the 

Create an artboarD
01

We’ll start by creating an 
artboard, which will act as 

the bounds for our design. To be 
specific, this artboard will be 375 × 
667px, which is equal to the 
dimensions of an iPhone 6/7.

Press A on the keyboard to 
open up the artboard tab in the 
inspector. For those unfamiliar with 
minimalist user interface design 
tools, the inspector is that sidebar 
that appears on the right-hand side 
of the app window.

Select iPhone 6/7 from the list of 
artboard options.

tools you’ll need at this stage (and 
their shortcuts) are: 
rectangle: R  
ellipsis: E  
Line: L  
text: T

Using these tools, draw a series 
of shapes onto the artboard to 
conceptualise your layout. 

Note: while the default layer 
styles are more than fine for 
the time being, you can use the 
inspector (Width, Height and Font 
Size styles) to roughly adjust the 
sizing and whitespace of the layers 
you’re adding now. 

Step 3 Use Repeat Grids to quickly and easily add in duplicate components

On the left-hand side, you’ll 
notice the layer list sidebar, which 
acts as a hierarchical tree for all of 
the shape and text layers in your 
design. As you add more layers, 
it’s important to keep the layer list 
organised. Double-click on the layer 
name to rename ‘Rectangle [xxx]’ to 
something more sensible, such as 
‘Button background’. Press cmd+G 
(ctrl+G in Windows) to group related 
layers together.

Create repeatabLe 
ComponentS
03

I would recommend mocking 
up at least three app screens 

before requesting some feedback. 
This doesn’t have to take up a lot of 
our time; in fact, there’s a feature 
called Repeat Grids that can save us 
time, both right now and later.

We’re going to utilise Repeat 
Grids to duplicate any repetitive 
components, to save us the hassle 
of recreating them manually. The 
additional benefit is that if we 
restyle one duplicate, all of the 
other duplicates will stay in-sync – 
this will come in handy when we’re 
applying some visual aesthetics 
later on.

We have three candidates for 
a Repeat Grid – the input fields 
on screen 1, the circular tabs on 
screen 2, or the list of options on 
screen 3. For this step, I’m going 
to demonstrate the usefulness of 
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then click on the call-to-action that 
the user interacts with to navigate 
to the next screen. When the CTA 
turns blue, drag the arrow into 
the destination artboard. A modal 
containing four settings will appear:

target: the target artboard, in 
case you need to change it.

transition: the transitional effect 
used when the current screen 
transitions into the target screen.

easing: the acceleration at which 
the effect transitions.

Duration: how long the animation 
takes to complete overall.

Repeat Grids on the list of options 
on screen 3.

Select the repetitive object, 
which in my case outlines the 
nutritional value of a ‘Fresh Pear’. 
Then, either click Repeat Grid in 
the inspector or use the keyboard 
shortcut cmd+R (ctrl+R in Windows) 
to convert this to a Repeat Grid. 
After that, tug at the green handles 
to repeat the item horizontally or 
vertically (vertically, in my case).

Drag the mouse within the pink 
regions to control the spacing 
between each list item. Don’t worry 
if the list needs to extend outside 
of the viewport, simply adjust the 
height of the artboard using the 
inspector to accommodate the 
extra content.

Note: designing icons can be 
quite time-consuming, so for the 
sake of generating feedback quickly, 
I’d recommend copying in icons 
downloaded from the internet for 
the time being. 

prototype 
interaCtionS  
anD FLowS
04

Now that we have three 
screens and it’s perfectly 

clear what they do, we’ll need to 
demonstrate how the user would 
flow from one screen to the next 
using the prototyping workspace.

Click the Prototype tab in the 
top-left corner of the app window, 

The default settings are fine for 
now. Hit the play icon (Desktop 
Preview) in the top-right corner to 
turn your mockup into an interactive 
prototype. It’s always useful to test 
your prototype before you start 
sending it out! Hit the device icon 
(Device Preview) to alternatively 
test the interactions in a real device. 

Note: this requires the Adobe XD 
app on either Android or Apple iOS.

requeSt FeeDbaCk
05

Great, we’re half-way there. 
Time to start requesting 

feedback. In the top-right corner 
(near the Device Preview and 
Desktop Preview), hit the Share 
icon, then Create Link.

Share this link with anybody that 
you’d like to request feedback from: 
they’ll be able to view the prototype 
in their browser, and even interact 
with it as if it were a real app.

Once there, the workflow for 
exchanging feedback is:

1. Feedback-giver leaves  
a comment.

2. Feedback-giver ‘pins’ their 
comment to the artboard, so the 

Step 5 It’s time to get some feedback. Share your app with others to see what they think of it by creating a link to send to them. Any comments they have can be specifically pinned

Step 4 Check how your call-to-actions work by viewing your app as a prototype
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designer knows exactly what the 
feedback-giver is referring to.

3. Designer makes the necessary 
amends to the design.

4. Designer hits Resolve next to 
the comment.

For another sprint of feedback, 
make the necessary changes to the 
design and repeat the Create Link 
step once again.

DoCument CoLourS
06

If the team is satisfied with 
the low-fidelity mockup that 

you’ve designed, you can begin to 
toy with the visual aesthetics of 
your app. In this step, we’ll decide 
which colours we want to use, and 
save them so that we can quickly 
access them later.

Switch back to the Design 
workspace. Select a layer that you’d 
like to colour in, then select the Fill 
style from the inspector – this will 
bring up the colour picker, which 
let’s us choose from a range of 
HSBA/Hex colours.

After choosing a colour, click the 
+ icon to save that colour to the 
Colour Swatches, meaning that we 
don’t have to try to remember the 
colour’s HSBA or Hex value when 
we reuse it later.

Each time you define a common 
colour, add it to the swatches list.

appLy the key  
ViSuaL aeSthetiCS
07

Now it’s time to select each 
layer in turn and apply some 

visuals using the styling options 
from the inspector. I’m sure you’re 
more than familiar with borders, 
fills, shadows (and so on…) 
regardless of whether you’re 
coming from an Adobe or Sketch 
background, so go ahead and bring 
the design to life.

Any user flows that were created 
in the prototyping workspace will 
remain intact, even after restyling 
the layers.

Create reuSabLe 
ComponentS
08

There will be some design 
components that you’ll want 

to use time and time again (for 
example, a site-wide navigation or 
frequently used icon). To save 
ourselves the hassle of having to 
recreate these components every 
time we use them, we can create 
what’s called a Symbol.

By declaring a design component 
a Symbol, we can duplicate it as 
many times as necessary to create 
more instances of that Symbol. 
When you edit/restyle one instance 
of a Symbol, all other instances of 
the Symbols will update to reflect 

it, effectively maintaining visual 
consistency. Let’s create a Symbol.

Select an individual element or 
an entire component that you might 
want to reuse multiple times, and 
select Object > Make Symbol from 
the app menu. After that, click the 
Symbol Library icon at the bottom 
of the left-hand side toolbar to find 
the icon we’ve just made in the 
library. From here, we can drag it 
from the library on to the canvas to 
create another instance of it.

By doing this, we can save 
bundles of time, and we also have 
the peace of mind that these 
common design elements will be 
consistent across the app.

Step 7 Use the inspector to start adding design elements to every layerStep 6 When you’ve chosen a colour to use, save it as a swatch so it’s easy to find later

Step 8 Create icons to keep your app consistent and save time with the Make Symbol function

On macOS, you can switch to the 
symbol library with cmd+shift+Y, 
and back again to the layer list 
with cmd+Y. Also, you can create 
a symbol with cmd+K. At the time 
of writing, Adobe XD doesn’t have 
keyboard shortcuts for these 
features on Windows OS.

Despite this, you can 
significantly improve and speed 
up your workflow by learning 
these shortcuts, even if they are 
somewhat limited on Windows OS 
(at the moment).

Special thanks to Artem Litvin, 
who graciously let me use his 
Raway UI Kit as a foundation for this 
Adobe XD tutorial. 
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There probably isn’t a technology that the Web 
Platform needs more than Web Components. 

The lack of a native mechanism to extend HTML has 
led to an explosion of custom JavaScript UI 
components that look different, have different APIs 
and only work with certain frameworks. New 
JavaScript frameworks come and go, and the UI 
components that you used yesterday no longer work 
with the new framework you want to use today. 
Components are constantly being rewritten, wrapped 

and hacked together to try to keep up. As the creators 
of Kendo UI, nobody knows this better than us. 

Web Components as a standard encompasses 
several different technologies: Custom Elements, 
HTML templates, Shadow DOM and HTML imports. 
The four features can be used together or separately 
to create almost any portable component that can be 
easily reused regardless of the JavaScript framework 
in play. They also introduce a common API and design 
surface that all developers can learn once and know, 
instead of learning a different one each time they add 
a third-party component to their application.

However, Web Components is still a long way off. 
Why? The issue is complicated. Developers have 
been quick to adopt one-off JavaScript frameworks 
such as React and Angular, but browser vendors have 
been unable to unify around a standard. There has 
been much debate around how to implement items 
such as HTML Imports, with some browser vendors 
implementing the standard and then putting it on 
hold after further consideration. 

According to an Are We Componentized Yet thread 
that monitors the progress of Web Components 
standardisation, the current trajectory is not 
encouraging. While Google continues to lead the 
charge, Microsoft has yet to even verbally commit. 
Mozilla is only partially on board and Apple remains a 
mystery. If we were only looking at Web Components 
for desktop, Chrome may have had the muscle to pull 
the entire industry along with it. However, Apple’s 
significant role in mobile with its Safari browser for 
iPhones means that until it adopts and promotes the 
standard, developers have no choice but to wait.

Microsoft seems to be lagging far behind all of the 
others in terms of standardising Web Components, as 
it has not even shipped Shadow DOM for Edge (even 
Apple has shipped this for Safari). Google has shipped 
HTML Imports (polyfill with Polymer), but it has been 
proven to be painfully slow in Firefox and Chrome, as 
well as being quite large and adding a payload most 
developers are uncomfortable with. 

However, the only players that really matter here 
are Chrome and Safari. The second that Apple ships 
support for Web Components, we can consider Web 
Components ready for production. In the meantime, 
developers have got to ship applications, and have no 
time or patience for the politics of standardisation. 

Developers will always default to whichever 
experience helps them ship quality apps faster. Until 
Web Components is able to do that, it is only a proof 
of concept. 

Why Web 
Components 
Continues to 

Remain a pRoof 
of ConCept

Burke Holland on how the politics of 
standardisation is holding developers back

 StandaRdS
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  MJML

web development for multiple reasons, including 
but not limited to the wide variety of email clients 
that are available, the lack of standards that exist 
between them, and the limited HTML and CSS 
support that they offer.

As a consequence of these factors, coding 
responsive emails requires dealing with things such 
as nested tables, Outlook-conditional comments, 
vector markup language and other fallbacks, as well 
as dirty hacks that you have probably never heard 
about before – certainly if you are not familiar with 
email development.

responsive email 
maDe easY with mJml
An introduction to MJML, an open source markup language created by 
Mailjet to make responsive email easy

Abou t t he Au thor

Nicol As GArNier
w: mjml.io
t: @nico_g
job: MJML product manager 
at Mailjet
areas of expertise: 
JavaScript, responsive 
email, open source

While email is certainly one of the best ways to 
engage with your audience, doing it right can be 

incredibly difficult. One of the biggest challenges 
when sending emails is to make sure that you display 
your message in the right format to your subscribers, 
depending on the device and email client that they 
are using to view it. This is where the need to code 
responsive email comes in.

The challenge of coding  
responsive email
Responsive email is very different from responsive 
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responsive hTml  
MJML creates responsive 
HTML on a system of rows 
and columns

one markup language To  
rule all email clienTs
To solve this problem, initially for our own internal 
needs, we created a markup language specifically 
made for email development. The idea is to abstract 
the complexity of responsive emails by integrating 
all those dirty hacks into the language itself, making 
it responsive by design.

MJML is a responsive-by-design markup language 
made specifically for email, and based on a system  
of rows and columns. For example, by default in 
MJML, columns will appear side by side on desktop 
and stack on mobile, which is a very common pattern 
in email development.

insTalling mJml
There are different ways of using MJML, and each of 
them has its own advantages.

coding online on The  
‘mJml Try iT live’
The MJML online editor (mjml.io/try-it-live) is a good 
way to get started immediately, as it doesn’t require 
any installation. The online editor is composed of 
two panes, one on the left to code in MJML and one 

on the right to preview how your email renders on 
mobile and desktop devices. It’s also possible to view 
the HTML that has been generated and easily share 
your work with anyone by sending them the unique 
URL to your template.

using The mJml deskTop app  
on your compuTer
The MJML desktop app (mjml.io/app), created and 
maintained by Meriadec (github.com/meriadec), offers 
the same features as the ‘try it live’ option and 
enables you to code in MJML even when you don’t 
have an internet connection. 

In addition to this, it offers interesting features  
such as a gallery of templates, a dedicated file-
system with the support of partials through  
mj-include, an option to export templates as HTML 
and the ability to send test emails using the Mailjet 
(mailjet.com) API.

running mJml in your Terminal 
wiTh The command-line inTerface
MJML also comes with a command-line interface 
(https://github.com/mjmlio/mjml/tree/master/
packages/mjml-cli#command-line-interface), which 
is recommended for users already familiar with the 
terminal. All you need is to have Node (nodejs.org/
en/) installed. Then, proceed as follows: 

●●  Go to the folder of your choice in which you will 
use MJML

●●  Run npm init -y && npm install mjml to initialise an 
NPM repository and install MJML in this folder

●●  Run ./node_modules/.bin/mjml filename.mjml to render 
an MJML template into HTML

●●  Run export PATH=’$PATH:./node_modules/.bin’ to add it 
to your path. You can now run mjml filename.mjml

Note that there are also plugins available for Atom 
– syntax support (atom.io/packages/language-mjml), 
code linter (atom.io/packages/linter-mjml) and visual 
preview (atom.io/packages/mjml-preview) – and 
Sublime Text – syntax support (packagecontrol.io/
packages/MJML-syntax) – as well as even more tools 
provided by the community (mjml.io/community).

inTegraTing mJml inTo your app
Finally, for more advanced use cases and 
integrations, you can use MJML in NodeJS (github.
com/mjmlio/mjml#inside-nodejs), as well as with the 
MJML API (mjml.io/api).

coding in mJml
Now that you’re all set up, let’s have a look at some of 
the MJML features in action with a template created 

MJML is a responsive-
by-design markup
language made
specifically for email
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huge difference A typical email built with MJML will use just 200 lines of code – 700 less than HTML

and graciously provided by the MJML user Sven 
Haustein (svenhaustein.de): the Real Estate template 
(mjml.io/try-it-live/templates/real-estate). If you check 
the Real Estate example, you can see that it takes 
less than 200 lines of MJML to create this responsive 
email, versus more than 900 lines of HTML that 
would be needed (click on the ‘View HTML’ button  
in the top-right corner of the page to see the HTML 
that is generated).

The <mJml> markup
MJML is very similar to HTML, using semantic tags 
and attributes. The body of the email is defined with 
<mj-container> (line 13 on the Real Estate template 
(mjml.io/try-it-live/templates/real-estate) to which 
you can apply the width and background-colour 
attributes. Therefore, all body components will 
go inside <mj-container>. To know more about the 
available body components, see the documentation 
(mjml.io/documentation/#standard-body-components).

head componenTs To  
sTreamline sTyles
As you can see, a tag named <mj-head> (mjml.io/
documentation/#standard-head-components) is used 
at the very top of the template. In this head tag, you 
are able to set a title for your template, import web 
fonts and apply styles that will then be applied to the 
whole template. 

It is also possible to set styles that will be 
applied to other MJML tags inside <mj-attributes> 
(mjml.io/documentation/#mjml-attributes) as well 
as your own custom CSS with <mj-style> (mjml.io/
documentation/#mjml-style), which can be either 
inlined or not. 

Here, the font-family Roboto, with some fallback 
fonts, will be applied to all MJML components, as it 
is used on <mj-all>. Also, all <mj-text> tags will inherit 

the font-weight, font-size, colour and line-height 
that has been defined inside <mj-attributes>. However, 
it is then possible to override those default styles 
that have been set by setting new styles on each 
component individually.

  <mj-head>
    <mj-title>Say hello to Real Estate</mj-title>
  <mj-font name=”Alice” href=”https://fonts.googleapis.com/
css?family=Alice” />
    <mj-font name=”Roboto” href=”https://fonts.googleapis.
com/css?family=Roboto:400,700” />
    <mj-attributes>
      <mj-all font-family=”Roboto, Helvetica, Arial, sans-serif” 
padding=”0” />
      <mj-text font-weight=”400” font-size=”14” 
color=”#000000” line-height=”21px” />
    </mj-attributes>
  </mj-head>

responsive layouTs wiTh  
secTions and columns
The component <mj-section> is meant to create a 
row, and <mj-column> is used to create columns 
inside sections. By default, if several columns are 
used and no width is set on the columns, MJML will 
automatically divide the available width equally 
between them. 

The total width of the columns inside a section 
shouldn’t be wider than the width of the section, 
whether it is set in percentage or pixels. As you 
can see on the first two sections of the Real Estate 
template, the content should always go inside a 
<mj-column> component, even if a section is made of 
only one column.

      <mj-section padding=”20px 0 0 0”>
        <mj-column>
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          <mj-image src=”http://nimus.de/share/tpl-realestate/
box-head.png” alt=”” align=”center” border=”none” 
padding=”0”></mj-image>
        </mj-column>
      </mj-section>

naTive column sTacking  
for responsive email
In the third section (line 31 on the Real Estate 
template (mjml.io/try-it-live/templates/real-estate), 
two columns are used. 

In the first column, text is added using the 
<mj-text> tag, to which you can add any HTML. 
<mj-text> also accepts some attributes, such as align 
and padding (you can find more about <mj-text> in the 
documentation (mjml.io/documentation/#mjml-text).

In the second column, an image is added with the 
<mj-image> (mjml.io/documentation/#mjml-image) tag, 
which takes useful attributes such as src to add a path 
to your image, href to add a link to which your image 
points to, and other attributes, such as width, padding, 
align and border. 

You can see that, while the two columns are 
displayed side by side on desktop, they stack on 
mobile. This behaviour is native to MJML; you don’t 
have to make it happen.

      <mj-section background-color=”#FFFFFF”>
        <mj-column width=”300px”>
          <mj-text align=”left” padding=”0 20px 30px 20px”>
            <strong>Aliquam lorem ante, dapibus in hasellus viverra 
nulla</strong> ut metus varius laoreet. Quisque rutrum lorem 
dellorus. Aenean imperdiet.
          </mj-text>
        </mj-column>

        <mj-column width=”260px”>
          <mj-image src=”http://nimus.de/share/tpl-realestate/
icon-1.png” alt=”” padding-bottom=”30px” width=”260” 
align=”center” border=”none”></mj-image>
        </mj-column>
      </mj-section>

Background images ThaT work
The fourth section (line 42 on the Real Estate 
template (mjml.io/try-it-live/templates/real-estate) is 
similar in structure, but leverages a few other MJML 
features. A background image is applied on the 
section, using the background-url attribute. MJML will 
take care of generating the proper HTML so it works 
everywhere (except on Gmail Android, which doesn’t 
support them, as detailed in the MJML compatibility 
grid – mjml.io/compatibility/mj-section), including the 
VML and conditional comments for Outlook. 

      <mj-section background-url=”http://nimus.de/share/tpl-
realestate/img-1.png” vertical-align=”middle” background-
size=”cover” padding=”30px” background-repeat=”no-
repeat”>
        <mj-column vertical-align=”middle” width=”60%”>
          <mj-text align=”center” padding=”40px 30px” 
color=”#FFFFFF” font-size=”42px” line-height=”48px” font-
family=”Alice, Helvetica, Arial, sans-serif”>
            Villa Semperin
          </mj-text>
        </mj-column>
        <mj-column vertical-align=”middle” width=”40%” 
background-color=”#FFFFFF”>
          <mj-image src=”http://nimus.de/share/tpl-realestate/
box-top.png” width=”220px” alt=”” align=”center” 
border=”none”></mj-image>
          <mj-text align=”center” padding=”20px 20px 0 20px” 
color=”#1D83A8” font-size=”26” line-height=”30px” font-
family=”Alice, Helvetica, Arial, sans-serif”>
            ‚– first offer ‚–
          </mj-text>
          <mj-text align=”center” padding=”10px 20px” font-
size=”22” line-height=”30px”>340,000 $</mj-text>
          <mj-text align=”center” padding=”0 20px”>Nascetur 
ridiculus mus. Donec quam felis, ultricies nec</mj-text>
          <mj-button background-color=”#F44E3C” color=”white” 
padding=”20px 20px 30px 20px” border-radius=”20px” 
href=”https://mjml.io”>
            view details
          </mj-button>
        </mj-column>
      </mj-section>

It’s impossible to cover every feature MJML has to 
offer all in one article, but we hope you enjoyed this 
introduction to the language. Make sure to look 
around the documentation to discover more about it, 
including easy-to-use interactive components (mjml.
io/documentation/#mjml-accordion) and the ability to 
create your own ones (medium.com/mjml-making-
responsive-email-easy/tutorial-creating-your-own-
mjml-component-d3a236ab7093#.d1ji1oheq).

If you enjoy MJML, make sure you join the team 
and the community on Slack (slack.mjml.io), follow 
us on Twitter (twitter.com/mjmlio) and maybe even 
contribute on Github (github.com/mjmlio/mjml)! 

MJML will take care 
of generating the 
proper HTML so it 
works everywhere
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  Virtual DOM

Before describing what’s new, incredibly  
simple and exciting on the horizon, let’s 

remember the main reason virtual DOM was created 
in the first place:
●  Manual DOM manipulation is messy and keeping 

track of the previous DOM state is hard.
●  A solution to this problem is to write your 

code as if you were recreating the entire DOM 
whenever state changes.

●  Of course, if you actually recreated the entire 
DOM every time your application state changed, 
your app would be very slow and your input fields 
would lose focus.

Taken directly from the original virtual-
dom libraries (github.com/Matt-Esch/virtual-
dom#motivation), I believe we can all agree that 
manually targeting text nodes, attributes, inline 
styles or listeners isn’t exactly the coolest part of 
web development, is it? There are so many things 
that could go wrong and so much to take care of.

Some HiStoric Background FirSt
If we think about the most abused, yet simple to 
explain and use, DOM Element property, innerHTML, 
there are at least two points proven to be valid and 
agreed by all developers:
●  It’s deadly simple to trash and sneak any string 

in, hence its popularity.
●  It’s a mess due to lost handlers, lost referenced 

nodes, and a Garbage Collector nightmare. 

Performance speaking, innerHTML has historically 
been advocated as the fastest way to create HTML 
layouts, a fact inevitably defeated by its implicit 
ability to destroy all JavaScript logic previously 
set around the existing layout; logic that has to be 
re-set every single update, which is unbearable for 
both mobile and even modern desktop browsers. In 
summary, every web developer learned that trashing 

documents and nodes on every update via innerHTML 
assignments isn’t really the way to go. Everybody 
learned that innerHTML was an evil path to avoid at all 
costs, like eval could be on the JavaScript side.

Virtual dom BaSicS
Since the DOM API is huge, and for many developers 
simply too complex, dealing with models, data or 
states, and being able to refresh automatically any 
view once updated, simply won the audience.

In short, you update your application state and 
the rest renders automatically, recycling behind the 
scenes everything that can be recycled on the DOM 
world. Developers don’t need to directly deal with 
the view anymore, they just define such a view once 
and deal with the data that generated it – nothing 
else. Most importantly, even if most Virtual DOM 
libraries advocate the glory of immutability, the DOM 
handled by these libraries is never regenerated or 
copied/duplicated from zero. The DOM handled by 
Virtual DOM libraries that advocate immutability is 
mutated every time it’s needed, because that’s the 
cheapest and fastest way.

Virtual dom logic
While the purpose is to focus on states and data 
from a developer point of view, the goal is to reflect 
these changes with the least amount of native 
DOM operations on the browser. This means that 
a list of users, shown inside a regular <li> element, 
shouldn’t be re-rendered if just one user on that list 
changes the address. ‘Diffing’ becomes the word 
that meaningfully describes what the Virtual DOM 
is about: tracking two different states and reflecting 
differences on the view.

In summary, Virtual DOM is, to simplify, an Array 
and Object traversing and comparing procedure, 
the aim of which is to find out which related node 
attribute, text content or subtree should be updated 
on the next render call.

develop amazing 
dom-based rich apps
Andrea Giammarchi shows us how to use his hyperHTML function as 
a fast and light virtual DOM alternative 

Abou t t he Au thor
AndreA 
GiAmmArchi
w: medium.com/@
WebReflection
t: @WebReflection
job: SW architect  
and engineer
areas of expertise: 
JS, Full Stack Web 
Development, and IoT
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JSX to tHe reScue ?
Diffing, virtual, states – how about we abstract all of 
these issues and just write some HTML-ish syntax 
right away? That’s what the very first React example 
(facebook.github.io/react/docs/state-and-lifecycle.html) 
suggests we do:

function tick() {
  const element = (
    <div>
      <h1>Hello, world!</h1>
      <h2>It is {new Date().toLocaleTimeString()}.</h2>
    </div>
  );
  ReactDOM.render(
    element,
    document.getElementById(‘root’)
  );
}

Awesome. We write as we go with some elements 
and we can use curly brackets to inject any JavaScript 
that we want – and all of this within our JavaScript 
file. How cool is that? Moreover, any component that 
is used by our application can use such JSX and set 
nested nodes, listeners and more through some non-
standard syntax that, once transpiled, will work as it 
is expected to.

towardS a Standard approacH
When libraries started advocating to do better 
than standards, where standards include everyone 
working behind this or that browser engine, 
something echoed in my mind, and it sounded like 
the following:

●  No matter how abstract or fast developers are, at 
the end of the day, the DOM is the only chance 
they have to show anything on a browser.

Back to Simplicity
If there’s one thing that I’ve learned in my 17-plus 
years of web development, it’s that simplicity 
always wins. It doesn’t matter how advanced your 
architecture is if nobody is able to understand or use 
it. One of the reasons jQuery became so popular was 
its simplicity. Abusing innerHTML was also simple; and 
many virtual DOM-oriented libraries also promise 
simplicity on top of performance.

But what if we could have simplicity using 100 per 
cent web and ECMAScript standards, delivering the 
performance that is promised by virtual DOM-based 
libraries while avoiding all the implicit bad parts that 
come with using innerHTML?

animation hyperHTML 
can easily update 1,000 
or more SVG components 
simultaneously

StringS are linearly Simple
When we write a string in JS, we assign or return 
a left-to-right parsed context trapped within two 
single or double quotes. Operations such as str.
indexOf(sub) start from the left side of the string, and 
replacements traverse strings until the right end. 
In fewer words, strings are linear chunks of data 
to parse from one end to another. Applied to an 
innerHTML operation, strings would look like this:

node.innerHTML =
‘<p class=”’ + className + ‘”>’ +
  ‘some ‘ + content +
‘</p>’;

The little revelation in such simple DOM injection 
is that even if deeply nested, HTML pages can be 
represented linearly too.

   head
        title 
        style
        script
   
    body
        header id=”top”
        main class=”content”
        footer style=”bottom: 0;”

Node, attributes and content are basically all that our 
browsers parse whenever they digest content, and 
this is the key to understanding the little revolution 
that template literals brought to us.

eS2015 template literalS
As well as their regular usage, template literals 
have a couple of not-so-common features that most 
developers ignore:
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● They can be prefixed through a tag function.
● They are unique, even cross realm.

FunctionS aS tag 
Any callback could be used as a template string 
prefix, and such callbacks will be invoked with at 
least one parameter, which is the array of strings 
surrounding expressions.

function tag(around, ...expressions) {
  console.log(around, expressions);
}
tag`0`;         // [‘0’], []
tag`1 ${2} 3`;  // [‘1 ‘, ‘ 3’], [2]

Since callbacks can have a context too, it’s possible 
to combine these two patterns through a bind.

function tag(around, ...expressions) {
  console.log(this, around, expressions);
}

tag.bind({hello:1})`1 ${2} 3`;
// Object {hello: 1}, [‘1 ‘, ‘ 3’], [2]

Being able to inject a context inside a tag call means 
that we can pass along any sort of value too – which 
opens a door to some marvellous places.

template uniqueneSS
The most important hidden feature of literal 
templates is that these are unique, and static, across 
all realms. This means that derived strings, as well 
as parameters passed to tags, are immutable.

let lastCall;
function tag(statics, ...expressions) {
  if (lastCall === statics)
    console.log(‘same thing!’);
  lastCall = statics;
}
function sequence(num) {
  tag`1 ${num} 3`;
}
// even if results are different
sequence(2);
// the template literal is the same
// and so will be the first argument
sequence(0);
// same thing!

 
dom and template literalS
At this point, it becomes clear that any function 
can be used as a template tag and any template will 
be unique per each tag invoke. What’s missing for 

a web purpose, however, is a smart way to analyse 
the template content, relating its uniqueness with 
a generic external object, like the function context 
could be. This is the essential nature of hyperHTML 
(github.com/WebReflection/hyperHTML), so that 
what was possible via JSX becomes straightforward 
through template literals:

function tick(render) {
  render`
    <div>
      <h1>Hello, world!</h1>
      <h2>It is ${new Date().toLocaleTimeString()}.</h2>
    </div>
  `;
}
setInterval(tick, 1000,
  hyperHTML.bind(document.getElementById(‘root’))
);

The render tag is a bound hyperHTML call, which in 
turn is a function that parses once, and once only, 
the given text for a given context, and finds out just 
in time what needs to be updated on any further 
invocation of the template. 

In this simple example, the only bit that  
hyperHTML would update is any consecutive time the 
tick function gets called passing the same render-
bound function. This is a portion of the text inside 
the H2 element, part of the DIV injected once on the 
document element with id ‘#root’. 

To better summarise that tick template, the render 
tag will receive a static array as first argument, 
and always one, and one only, extra value that 
will be translated into a TextNode.value = new Date().
toLocaleTimeString() operation.

<div>
  <h1>Hello, world!</h1>
  <h2>It is <!--#TextNode.value = ...-->.</h2>
</div>

Every node will be untouched, and only the second 
text node inside the H2 element will be updated 
on any render calls. As a result, we just created the 
fastest possible way to ever update that content, 
passing through a visual and semantic simplification 
of such operation via a HTML-looking template.

HyperHtml ruleS
A layout that does not have standard features is not 
a layout, and, in HTML, features are summarised 
as attributes and node contents. hyperHTML has the 
following rules to understand and quickly populate 
DOM and further updates:
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Virtual DOM

● Attributes must be fully specified inside single 
or double quotes, even DOM Level 0 callbacks like 
onclick=”${fn}”.
● Content that is not between > and < will be 
sanitised as text, and never as HTML, nodes or an 
array of strings or nodes.

HyperHtml attriButeS
As simple as it is, these rules do not allow partial 
attribute updates, for the simple reason that you 
aren’t going to need it.

render`
<div data-something=”${obj.something}” class=’${obj.
class}’>
  Hello World
  <!-- THE FOLLOWING WILL NOT WORK -->
  <p attr=${noQuotesBreaks} another=”no partial ${attr}”></
p>
</div>
`;

Template literals accept ${‘multiple ‘ + values}, function 
calls and everything else, and the DOM would 
re-consider the whole attribute as soon as it is 
modified anyway, so bear in mind this is not going to 
change, especially because part of the performance 
is due to these little simple contracts between 
developers and the DOM native interface.

HyperHtml content
The second, most important point regarding 
hyperHTML is that while other abstract  
template engines have a {{{html}}} vs {{text}} 
convention, hyperHTML has <p>${html}</p> vs <p> 
${html} </p> or, which is better, literally anything  
that is not surrounded by > and <, including spaces  
or new lines, will be considered safe, natively 
sanitised, DOM text content. 

Everything else could be a string, a node, or an 
array of strings and an array of nodes, document 
fragments included.

HyperHtml and nodeJS: ViperHtml
Since template literals are just standard JavaScript, 
there is no good reason to not have the exact same 
logic and features on the back-end side, in order 
to eventually serve pages that can share view logic 
between client and server. 

In this case, viperHTML is the isomorphic 
counterpart that is able to produce, or even stream, 
layouts via the exact same logic used by hyperHTML. 

Well, maybe a setInterval on the back-end for 
something that is front-end related wouldn’t make 
much sense, but the tick basic example could be 

reproduced on NodeJS too. As a result, even bots 
incapable of JavaScript would see that output, letting 
hyperHTML eventually take care of the rest from that 
point on.

FurtHer reading
There are already some benchmarks and examples 
able to show the potential of hyperHTML and viperHTML,
including the famous TodoMVC (netm.ag/hypermvc) 
app, as well as many other real-world examples 
found here: netm.ag/hyperHTML-test. 

There are also visual effects involving 1,000 
SVG points updated through hyperHTML: netm.ag/
hyperHTML-demo, demonstrating that hyperHTML has 
few competitors when it comes to simplicity.

in Summary
Considering its weight, about 2KB, its real-world 
first-class performance, its simplicity and its ability 
to be integrated with Objects, Components, and 
Classes, hyperHTML might be the render-view engine 
for your next project. 

Last but not least, even if it is natively compatible 
with all modern browsers, without requiring any 
transpilation step, hyperHTML could target every 
browser that is compatible with Babel targets, since 
Babel effectively preserves template literals features. 
Give it a try, and have fun again developing amazing 
DOM-based rich applications! 

quick and simple 300 to 700 table cells updated between 30FPS and 60FPS? That’s right, the DBMonster 
demo also fits in just few lines

Streamlined hyperHTML maps 1:1 DOM nodes as simple callbacks capable  
of updating only targeted parts of the layout
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PROJECTS
Accessibility

As an accessibility advocate and React 
developer, it makes me sad when I hear 

statements like this. Especially about a technology 
so widely used and multipurpose. React is just a 
library for rendering and re-rendering a dynamic 
data-driven UI. It does not auto-generate HTML or 
enforce flawed opinions to your markup structure. 
Not on its own, anyway. It doesn’t matter which 
framework you might prefer – any of these can 
produce accessible websites. 

The accessibility concerns you hit aren’t all that 
different than a typical website, either. However, 
there are some unique challenges and some 
steps that you can take to drastically improve the 
accessibility of your client-side application.

Using semantic HTML is a great general 
accessibility tip, but it applies a little more here. 
When you can apply a click event handler to any 
HTML element with incredible ease, it can lead to 
some bad habits in your markup. I can’t name all of 
the keyboard behaviours on a select input, so I prefer 
to use a semantic select input. Links and buttons 
are a huge pain point here as well. Don’t add a click 
event to a div when you can use a button. And if 
there’s any change to the URL as a result of a click, 
then that should be a link instead.

ARIA (Accessible Rich Internet Applications) is a 
specification for assistive HTML attributes which 

can be applied to your HTML. The implementation of 
the specification is split into two concerns: roles and 
state attributes. The role attribute announces and 
provides assistive navigation to speciality elements 
and wrappers. There are many state attributes, but 
the one I use most often is aria-hidden=”true”. This 
blocks a screen reader from reading anything within 
that element. This sounds destructive, but it’s really 
helpful when hiding collapsed content.

One big difference between a client-side app and 
a typical site is the frequent change of content. This 
is fabulous, but only when you can see (and expect) 
the change. For screen reader users, losing the page 
refresh means losing a clear division between new 
pages and data. To make this better, announce when 
data is changing. Create an element toward the top 
of your app with the attribute aria-live=”polite” and 
constantly push new messages into that element.

An application may also have more moving 
elements, like modals or slide-out navigations. As 
you are opening and closing these things, make 
sure that you’re managing the user’s focus. I’ll use a 
modal as an example. When you open a modal, move 
the focus to the first item in the modal; “trap” the 
focus within the modal while it’s open; and, on close, 
move the focus back to the button that triggered the 
modal. This helps maintain a predictable, usable 
keyboard and screen reader experience.

Client-Side AppliCAtionS
React isn’t accessible? Megan Zlock on why that is far from the truth
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Megan (@meganzlock) is a front-end developer 
at Viget by day and hobbyist illustrator by night, 
based near Washington, DC.
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