Building a Community Website

SIGCHI.NL Goes Online

How do you Build the
Perfect Website?

SIGCHI.NL, the Dutch loca SIG,
decided initsfirst member meeting of
January 1998 that most, if not all,
communication to and between mem-
bers should take place electronically.
This also meant that the website
should play avital role in supporting
thelocal HCI community. The newly
appointed website committee was
given the tough job of building the
perfect website for an opinionated
audience of 500 usability experts.

How WeDid It...

The existing website had been created
to promote the SIG'’ s kick-off confer-
ence. It was basically one long home-
page on avirtual server with linksto
somelonger articlesinthebody. It was
formatted with the Web Meta Lan-
guage [1] toolkit and a CSS stylesheet
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The new website was designed by a
subset of the committee due to the
summer holiday season. It wasbuiltin
stages: First a product plan, then a
mock-up, and graphic design, some
prototypes and afinal version for pub-
lication.

Product Plan

A functional design was written by
ana-lysing all possible pieces of con-
tent, grouping them, and identifying
the actions visitors would likely want
to perform. Thisresulted in a product
plan which presented the information
structure for the website. The site
would feature news items, back-
grounders on HCI and the SIGCHI
organisation, amember section, edu-
cation and research resources, infor-
mation for practitioners and an
English summary.

Since SIGCHI.NL’s objective was to
publish a monthly electronic newslet-
ter for its members and interested oth-
ers, the input for the news section

would be no problem. Committees
would have to contribute and update
the information for other sections.

M ock-up

We took the information and naviga-
tion structure a step further and
designed an overall concept for the
site. A basic lay-out was chosen. A
navigation bar on the left would iden-
tify the eight main sections and show
the current selection. A column on the
righthand side of the page was
intended for little boxes containing
direct linksto interesting pages deeper
in the site. The midsection was
intended for the content and has room
for a banner at the top.

Thereisno ‘real’ homepage in thetra-
ditional sense. We decided to put the
most interesting and most dynamic
items on the homepage: The news bul-
letin and the calendar of activities
along with some noteworthy factslike
a continually updated member count
and number of jobs posted.

This structural design supports the
‘pyramid’ model for websiteswhichis
advocated by Jakob Nielsen, among
others. At the very top of the site the
information is intended to be concise
and scannable. To support thisthe
links on the righthand side allow users
to quickly scan for more interesting or
related information at the same or at a
deeper level. At the deeper levelsthe
content becomes more detailed and
larger. We are not using frames to
allow usersto easily print large pieces
of content for more comfortable read-

ing.

A non-functional, HTML mock-up
wascreated toillustratethisconcept. It
featured a homepage with dummy
news-items, and a short-term agenda.
Four more pages were created to see
how the navigation would hold on sec-
tion, subsection, and content pages.
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Graphic Design

The team of design pro-
fessionals and students
also did the graphic
design, featuring a new
logo, color combinations
we could use, and font
types and sizes for head-
ings and text. Several
designs were presented
at an executive commit-
tee (EC) meeting to
allow an opinionated,
informed decision. The
result was that text
would beblack onwhite,
the navigational area
would consist of black
section names on an
orange background
(orange isthe national
color of the Nether-
lands), and black on
light-purple for the sup-
porting boxes on the
right.

To alow for easier selection, the sec-
tion names were done in lightweight
graphics with a‘mouse-over’ effect
that changed the font into an OCR-
type. Thiswas atough decision since
web-usability guidelines say that
images should not be used for display-
ing text.
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Prototypes

The team collected the available con-
tent and combined it with the approved
graphic design into a second proto-
type. As soon as two or three pages
wereready, the URL of this prototype
was communicated to active members
(SIGCHI.NL operates amailing list
for these purposes), asking for com-
ments. While these comments came
in, athird prototype was set up, one
where more content was added, and
new features were tested. Problems
with navigation on adeeper level were
solved, and the first interactive pages
were created: Fill-out forms, a search
feature, and a discussion forum. A list
of missing content was distributed to
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committees. The contributions that
followed were included into the proto-
type, or a short text describing the
planned content waswritten and put in
place.

Presentation

Two days before the second SIG-
CHI.NL conference on September 7,
1998, thelast changeswere made, and
afourth version of thesitewas created,
and tuned for off-line presentation.
This fourth prototype was Z1Pped
(two copies, just to be sure) and taken
to the conference. During the presenta-
tion we used the old prototype with
some new, appropriate texts as an
introduction and asatension builder to
the grand opening of the new SIG-
CHI.NL site. The siteitself was
approved by the member meeting and
placed on-line afew days later [3].

How You Should Do It...

Our efforts have paid off: Thewebsite
ison-line and gets visited by 20-100
people per day (http-analyze [4], our
statistical package, says “user ses-
sions’) without any real promotion.
We have made some changes to the
structure and layout, and new content
is delivered by committeeson a
monthly basis. Here is what we feel
worked well when designing and
building the website.

Rapid Prototyping

Publishing prototypes to evoke com-
ments and point committees to miss-
ing contents seems a successful
approach. It took our team aweek (in
the holiday season) to gather content
that would probably have taken
months to gather if the empty pages
were not made visible.

Surgical Team

Even though the SIG as awhole can
reach its membership by email and
news items on a website, some activi-
ties are best performed by meeting
face-to-face. SIGCHI.NL provides
public EC meetings, and monthly the-
matic evenings to support this kind of
contact. We used just one face-to-face
meeting to generate enough momen-
tum to build a new websitein afew
weeks. We worked like the classic
Surgical Team [5]: One team member
does the cutting and the others give
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support that will enhanceeffectiveness
and productivity.

Support = Interactivity

The objective of the SIGCHI.NL web-
site isto support the Dutch HCI com-
munity and the local SIG itself.
Supporting the community involves
creating discussion forums, job banks,
rooms for business cases and ways to
comment on them. Supporting the SIG
committees involves creating pass-
word-protected areas where internal
reports and documentation can be
stored, aswell as public pagesthat can
be updated by the committees them-
selves. Since we deliberately did not
design thewebsitetoreflect the SIG's
organizational chart, committees will
have to update several partsin differ-
ent sections of the website, sometimes
together with other committees.

Supporting a community and a SIG
means adding interactivity to aweb-
site. Unfortunately in today’ s world
this means choosing a hardware and
associated software platform. This
narrows down options to quickly add
new functionality that is based on a
different platform. Theintention isto
keep all the pages on our own server to
stay independent of internet accounts
of individual members.

Updates

The proposed monthly updates by
committees (as well as those by the
web committee) are a source of con-
stant worry and discussion: What tech-
niques should we use? What policies
and procedures do we have to set up?
Who is responsible for the content?

The main question is where to put the
intelligence: In the update module or
in the head of the updater? The first
option calls for a publishing system
with lots of integrity checks, and
automagically generated webpages.
The second option requires an open
update system, where updaters can
change every pagewherethey fedl itis
necessary, meanwhile enforcing the
necessary layout and navigatonal
rules.

The webteam is, and will be for some
time, in the process of defining,
designing, implementing, evaluating,
and refining the desired functionality.
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A future article will haveto tell which
decisions have been made, and
whether we have been successful in
designing the perfect website.
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Thanks to the web committee mem-
bers: (in aphabetical order)

Eddy Boeve

Judi Goadvliet

Hans de Graaff

Boyd de Groot

Bas Mensink

and Aldo Paula, the EC member who
initiated the Surgical Team.

Also thanks to Keith Instone for
encouraging us to contribute.
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