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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the content
and structural features of a World Wide Web homepage
with the explicit goal of making recommendations for
how a homepage should be designed. Mine focus
groups were conducted to uncover perceptions about a
state university’s homepage and elicit suggestions for
improvemnent. This study revealed several general
principles for designing effective homepages that may
apply regardless of the particular institution or target
public,

Statement of Purpose

The World Wide Web offers unprecedented opportunities for
communication professionals, Every day, hundreds of new organi-
zalions join the Web by announcing their homepages, Yet, despite
the Web's phenomenal growth, little systemaltic research has
exarmined the factors that make Web sites informative and appeal-
ing to visitors. Thus, the purpose of this study is to explore the
content and structural features of a World Wide Web homepage
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quolation was necessany of in summary form. The information
collected from faculty, staff and student groups was reviewed
together to uncover both common themes and divergent opinions.
Themes and opinions specific to faculty, staff and students were
noted as were ideas commaon to all groups. As recommended by
Broom and Dozier (1990), “brief exemplary statements™ made by
participants were used in writing the final report of results (p. 329).
These statements illustrate key findings as made evident in the
extensive review of tapes, The limited numerical data collected in
this study (from the preliminary questionnaire) is reported next
followed by the key qualitative information collected from the nine
groups. Mo formal coding was conducted, Finally, several general
principles for designing homepages are discussed based on the
resulis,

Preliminary Questionnaire Results

The preliminary questionnaire was completed by all 79 of the
focus group participants. Questions posed included the following:

* Do you have access to a computer somewhere other than
at home (i.e., work)?

Among participants, 95 percent did have access to a com-
puter ather than at home.' This is an important statistic to
consider when designing an effective Web site. Knowing the
emvironment from which visitors access a Web page can help
information providers better understand audiences’ needs.

*  What type of Web browser do you use?

Of those questioned, 76 percent said they currently use
some form of the Netscape Web browser, The number of
people using a text-based browser in the sample was low—
only two respondents.

* How often do you access the World Wide Web?

An impressive 75 percent of respondents said they access
the Web at least several times a week. This statistic under-
scores what a potent communications vehicle the Web has
become.

! Agein, the data reponed heee are based on a purposhee sample of internal
groups 3o generalitabiity is imited.

34 Journal of Applled Communications, Yol. B1, Me. 2, 1987




*  How is the World Wide Web most useful to you?

Sixty-three percent explained they use the Web as an infor-
rnation resource o rescarch tool, Entertainment was mens
toned 13 percent of the time,

Findings

Before discussing the University of Florida's homepage, some
guestions were posed regarding Web sites in general, Clearly, one
of the main concerns expressed was related to information content,
One faculty member was clear in asserting, "It boils down o the
content and its relevancy to what you're doing.” Besides relevance,
faculty members expressed a demand for information that is current
and accurate, The staff and student participants also cited the
importance of content. As one staff member stated, "Usually the
thing that attracts me to a site is good information,”

Graphics also were deemed important, although comments
regarding the importance of graphics usually were qualified with
concerns about content. Students, faculty and staff stated they
prefer not to have graphics interfere too much with information.
Yet, all seemed Lo appreciate visually appealing peges.

Balance was a key principle raised in discussions about content
and graphics. "l go to a homepage to get information, but graphics
keep me coming back,” said one student. A faculty member
suggested avoiding "extra stuff that doesn’t really add anything™ in
terms of information. The main drawback to visually appealing
graphics is that they take too long to load, especially on older
computers or computers with slower modems,

Web page structure was mentioned as another important aspect
of site design. Good structure includes easy access to relevant
information, made possible through well-organized sites and key-
word search tools. Respondents liked the idea of hicrarchical
organization, | think the main mistake you can make is pulting too
much information on the front pages,” one staff member said, "The
end point should be where all the information is.”

The issue of cormect spelling and grammar was raised. Simply
put by one faculty member, “People judge you by the words you
use.”

Examples of other university Web sites (including Carmegie
Mellon, Delaware, Florida State, Georgia Tech, lllinois, Michigan and
FPenn State) were presented. Michigan's homepage drew the most

Jaurnal of Applied Communications, Val. 81, Ne. 2, 1997 /35
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disdain, "l don't think the palm tree logo reflects the fact that we are
a member of the Asseciation of American Universities,” said cne
student.

Participants in all groups felt the page did not represent the
university well, Some said the page lacked organization and was
redundant. Many did not like the three screens of primary informa-
tion, forcing the user to scroll down to access much of the impor-
tant content (Figure 1). Participants generally found it difficult to
quickly locate information and thought the page made users work
too hard.

Stall members felt the Florida's homepage should promote the
university better. “Other institutions have ranking and general
information on top.” This information could be impaortant to high
school and graduate students who may be looking for information
on how the university stacks against the rest, said one staff member,

Others criticized the page for not effectively using technology. It
looks like the top part of one of our catalogs,” observed one faculty
participant. “This is not effective when working on-line,” stated a
stafl member—"The work must be far more visual,”

Many constructive suggestions were offered. Faculty recom:-
mended a briefl welcome statement for visitors just “surfing” the
Web, a keyword search mechanism, and promation of the
homepage in other media such as brochures, The stalff participants
also proposed a search mechanism and better promotion, as well as
a hierarchical index. Students recommended the page use basic
bold words such as "Students,” "Faculty™ and "Search,” and avoid
using long phrases to identify information.

Discussion and Conclusion

Many more similarities than differences were uncovered among
the three audiences examined in this study. Although these findings
are somewhat limited by the purposive sample, this revelation
suggests that several general principles may exist for designing
homepages.

All of the focus group attendees agreed that a homepage should
reflect the organization accurately. In other words, an effective page
provides users with pertinent and current inforrmation; it alao
contains graphics and text that promaote what the institution offers.

Most suggestions for constructing and maintaining an effective
site fell into one of three categories: design/aesthetics, content and
interactndty.

Journal of Applied Communications, Val. 81, Na, 2, 1997 /37




praize, Participants thought the exemplary features were the
graphics (including Michigan's recognizable school colors and
marching band), the text-only paralle option for content, the
“welcoming” sense it offers and the bold concise headings that
appear on the first page in the form of “drawers.” “When you look
al the Michigan page, you know that it is Michigan,” said one staff
member. Many felt Michigan combined the right amount of graph-
ics and text: “the best of both worlds.”

Penn State's page was also popular for many of the same rea-
sons including the “drawer” effect and an inviting picture of campus.
The page drew comments about the appeal of presenting an audio
of video message from the president on a university homepage.
Some faculty members, though, felt the page provided too much
information up front and looked too much “like a financal report.”

Delaware’s page also drew praise for its graphically appealing
aspects, showing the "warmth™ and beauty of the campus. The
page features a single image from the Delaware campus at the
top. ~It really invites you in,” said one student. Faculty liked the
interactive setup that allows visitors to access university databases,
Loading time was a concern, though, as it was with nearly all pages
recognized for graphic quality,

The Georgla Tech page, featuring a concise drawer-style graphic
with major headings all listed on the first sereen, received mixed
reviews, Although some liked its direct, simple structure, others
found it too “no-nensense” and not creative. One staff member
pointed out, however, that the page has a small "bee” for the pointer
tool that helped the page stand out among others on the World
Wide Web,

Other university homepages presented to the groups drew
comments which highlighted characteristics to avold. Participants
did not like the “deep tree” structure of some pages that make it
difficult to reach information. They did not like pages that appeared
“incomplete,” forcing users to immediately scroll down the
document. Text readability is also important. Homepages that
contained small-font text or text that blended into the backgrounds
were criticized.

Participants expressed few acoolades for Florida's homepage.
Most agreed that the page needs improvement. The first thing
mentioned among faculty, staff and student groups was the palm
fronds as the page's dominant graphic elernent. A few liked the
image, seeing it as easy to load and Florida-like. Most expressed

36 7 Jowmal of Applled Communications, Vel 81, Mo, 2, 1997




disdain. I don't think the palm trée logo reflects the fact that we are
a member of the Association of American Universities,” said one
Sudent.

Participants in all groups felt the page did not represent the
university well Some said the page lacked crganization and was
redurddant. Many did not like the three screens of primary informa-
tion, forcing the user to scroll down o access much of the impor-
tant content (Figure 1). Participants generally found it difficult to
quickly lecate information and thought the page made users work
too hard.

Staff members felt the Florida's homepage should promote the
university better. "Other institutions have ranking and general
information on top.” This information could be important to high
school and graduste students who may be leoking for information
on how the university stacks against the rest, said one stafl member.

Others criticized the page for not effectively using technology. ~It
loaiks like the top part of one of our catalogs,” observed one faculty
participant. “This is not effective when working on-line,” stated a
stalf member—"The work must be far more visual.”

Many constructive suggestions were offered, Faculty recoms-
mended a briel welcome statement for visitors just “surfing” the
Wb, & keyword search mechanism, and promotion of the
homepage in other media such as brochures. The staff participants
alzo proposed a search mechanism and better promaotion, as well as
a hierarchical index. Students recommended the page use basic
bold words such as “Students,” “Faculty™ and “Search,” and avoid
using long phrases to identify information.

Discussion and Conclusion

Many more similarities than differences were uncovered among
the three sudiences examined in this study. Although these findings
are somewhat limited by the purposive sample, this revelation
suggests that several general principles may exist for designing
homepages.

All of the focus group attendees agreed that & homepage should
reflect the crganization accurately. In other words, an effective page
provides users with pertinent and current information: it also
contains graphics and text that promote what the institution oifers.

Most suggestions for constructing and maintaining an effective
site fell into one of three categories: design/aesthetics, content and
interactivity.
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Design and Aesthetics

Menw Bar;

Aomenu bar was the mest frequently mentioned recommenda-
tion. Parlicipants indicated that a graphéc similar to the drawer-like
structure of the Michigan or Georgia Tech homepages is helpful,
Many suggested the use of image maps or clickable buttons to
provide direct, quick access to information. Also suggested was
inchuding several lines of text for users without access to graphic-
based World Wide Web browsers,

Figure 1.  Participants in all groups felt the old
homepage did not represent the university well. Some
said the page lacked organization and was redundant,
Many did not like the three sereens of primary infor-
rmation, forcing the user to scroll down to access
much of the important content.
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Slreeclure:

Suggestions here included easy access of relevant information,
which is made possible through well-organioed sites, Many partici-
panis also mentioned homepages should be one screen only,

Ficteres and Graphlcs:

The general reaction was that homepages must convey a
"warmth” that invites viewers to stay and browse. Recommenda-
tions for doing so included posting pictures that would be changed
periodically,
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Figure 2.  The new homepage reflects many of the
suggestions discussed. In response to NUMEnHoUs
comments regarding the “look™ of the page, the
graphical aspects were completely changed. Florida's
homepage graphic now includes “drawers” leading to
the main areas of information,
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Participants stressed that, whatever the graphics, the homepage
should comvey the image the organization wants Lo project.

Grammar and Purciealion:
Participants emphasized that homepages should be free of

grammatical and punctuation errors because they are an official
publication of the institution.

Conlent

Ealanee:

One of the most common recommendations was for balance
between graphics and text. Participants from all groups said that,
although they appreciate visually-appealing pages, they will not
remain on a site if downloading takes more than a few short
moments.

Timeliness:

According to these focus groups, homepages must be up-to-date
and revised regularly. Suggestions included incorporating new
graphics every four to six months and recrganizing information into
new topics o make the page more user-friendly.

Imberactivity

Internal Search Englne:

Many participants said a homepage needs an internal search
engine that allows users to type a key word, subject or title to locate
information on a topic. This device saves valuable time and elimi-
nates frustration . Database Access: Participants also suggested
that user-friendly databases be accessible through the homepage.
The information should be tailored to the needs of all target audi-
ences.

fnztant Feedback:

An on-line survey o suggestion’'comment form was another
recommendation. This survey would provide homepage administra-
tors instant feedback on viewer apinions regarding improvements
for current sections or new subject categories.

Initial Results

The above recommendations were submitted to Florida’s Office
of University Relations for consideration in the design of its revised
homepage. The new homepage reflects many of the suggestions

40 f Journal of Applied Communbcatlons, Vol. 81, Mo, 2, 1997




discussed, In response to numercus comments regarding the
“look” of the page, the graphical aspects were completely changed.
Florida’s homepage graphic now includes “drawers™ leading to the
main areas of information, Florida's recognizable colors and logo,
and “warmer,” more university-oriented pictures that rotate from day
to day (Figure 2), The homepage offers equally simple access 1o
the main areas of information for visitors using test-only software,

The structure of information categories on the homepage also
was revised to be simpler and more user-friendly. In addition, a
search function was added as an alternative to working through the
hicrarchical structure of the web site to find spedific information.

Initial {and unsolicited) feedback to the Ofice of University
Relations has been mainly positive. A marketing and retail manager
at the student union remarked, “Excellent work on the new UF
home pages! They are very clean and sharp and work very well,
| especially like the search feature!l”™ Other positive comments
included, “MNow we have a web site that joins the mid 90s. The old
look appeared staid and unimaginative,™ Another described the
new site a3 “very easy to read and follow the links.” Only one brief
comment was negative, referring b the rew page as “stenle.”

Perhaps the most encouraging feedback, however, came from
the university president:

The neet UF home page is lerrific. It s clear, effective, amnd
wseful, [ think we have a page that matches well against angy
obhers oul there..., A horme page i clearly an eoolving form of
publication, and | expeet you will find many ways o
irmprove this version, but if s currently very nice and §am
delighted to see i appear. The abilily (o see it clearly with or
teithout graphics = eapecially welcone,

Indeed, this "evelving form of publication™ will continue to
demand attention and effort if it is to be used most effectively. As
participants from all focus groups agreed, though, homepages are a
resource worthy of sizable investment. As more people gain access
b the Internet, the value of the homepage for communicating with
publics will continue to increase. The homepage has become an
unrivaled communications tool for reaching new audiences, dis-
serninating information, and promoting institutions, This research
represents one step toward increasing understanding of the content
and structural features that make homepages meet their potential,
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