
by terence k .  huwe
Director of Library and Information Resources

Institute for Research on Labor and Employment

University of California–Berkeley

Rosters of tools, services, platforms, collec-
tions, and social media links that now popu-
late library websites have been growing for
years. Many of these functionalities are es-
sential to daily operations, so library web de-
sign in 2011 is no less of a priority than it was
15 years ago. Tracing the evolution of library
design can be instructive, because what we see
at the topmost layer of our sites tells us a lot
about how we view our services and ourselves.
For example, we now design with multiple
communities in mind, and each community
may have unique needs. Likewise, a website’s
design should convey a story or narrative that
will interest users in many different ways. The
days when a “tip of the iceberg” approach to
listing services is over; we are now living in an
era that calls for fresh imagination and inno-
vation. This is borne out in job announcements
for web developers and web services librarians
too. The work now calls for creative ideas
about how to use white space and the ability
to organize visual space by topic or theme. Ef-
fective developers must not only be fluent in
HTML, XML, and CSS, but they also need a
strong sense of the visual cues that lend these
programming languages their power. In other
words, the web design road leads ever on, and
if we are not challenging ourselves to think
outside of the design box, we may not be try-
ing hard enough.

Breaking new ground in web design (or
even just staying current) can be a challeng-

ing task. Fortunately, the medium itself gives
us many hints on how to develop the best
practices. We can keep experimenting with
visual design and link tolerance until we find
a winning formula—and we can search the
web, find examples of winning designs, and
emulate them. The pace of design experi-
mentation is fast nowadays, because many
services—such as blogs, RSS feeds, online
chat, and more—are modular and can be
added quickly. With the pace of design mov-
ing so quickly, it can also be challenging to
identify the best trends in usability, design,
or website focus. 

In thinking about the discovery process
and the crucial role of the library website, I
decided to look at some innovative sites and
see what I could find. That proved to be a use-
ful process, as it revealed some interesting
patterns in top-level page design. First, li-
brary homepages—the first thing we see
when we “visit” the library—have begun to
exhibit some interesting commonalities. Sec-
ond, I can discern four strategies for perceiv-
ing how to present content, and they all dif-
fer quite a bit from what we see in enterprise
portal design as well as ecommerce sites. 

‘Less Is More’

If you take a look at news portals, such as
Yahoo! and other nonlibrary, information-
intensive sites, you are confronted with a host
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of links and images, as well as ad-
vertising in static and more in-
vasive forms. It can seem like the
designers of these sites decided to
throw everything they can at you
in order to get your attention.
This is not the case for library
sites; considerable thought goes
into determining exactly how
much stimuli a visitor can toler-
ate. The sites then try to stay in
range of that happy medium. Li-
brary websites’ principal visual
feature is the group: grouping
services together, in both obvious
and surprising ways. Taking this
grouping style into account, most
large library websites limit their
principal linkages to 15–25 click
choices at the top level. That’s a
manageable number, especially
given that the human brain has a
preference to group immediate
thinking tasks into no more than
seven large categories. 

This fairly sparse digital can-
vas creates a distinctive web ex-
perience for library web users.
For example, the Columbia Uni-
versity Libraries website is re-
markably compact and has 19 key
links on its homepage, depend-
ing on how you characterize the various
groups of links. Yet its compact nature
draws visitors deeper, where they quickly
encounter rich content. Staff blogs, lists
of feeds, and outreach tools dominate
this site. Many search buttons are in
plain sight, offering several ways to be-
gin research (the OPAC, e-resources,
databases, articles, etc.). The site nests
links in rectangular spaces that clearly
offer strong clues about what you get at
the other end. Rollovers offer many more
choices when it comes to services, but if
you select the Spotlight BLOG, you find
diverse entries covering news and de-
velopment, as well as a long list of feeds
to subscribe to. 

Even though the Columbia Uni-
versity Libraries homepage is Spartan
in its link options, the user is quickly

drawn to deep content. This approach
is remarkably common across the spec-
trum of libraries. For example, the
MIT Libraries follow a similar ap-
proach, with a stronger emphasis on
top-level links, but the feeling is the
same: answers and gateways to more.
This approach meets the needs of not
only students and researchers, but also
of casual visitors. It’s a winning combi-
nation, and I sometimes wish the big
commercial portals would spend more

time looking at what we have
achieved and less time going
overboard with exuberant im-
ages and an addiction to Flash
programming.

Content 
Presentation Styles

Library websites show re-
markable discipline in limiting
the number of links on their
homepages, but they are baroque
in their imagination when it
comes to themes for their sites.
Although eye-grabbing design is
endlessly creative, I found four
style emphases that define how
sites try to engage users. Cre-
ativity abounds within these
broad themes, but working with
a primary thematic focus helps
designers create visual and nar-
rative threads and then weave
them throughout an entire site’s
ecology. These four styles share
some features and often coexist
on a single, well-planned website.
Taken together, they allow a li-
brary’s website to tell different
stories about the library’s mis-
sion as needed and with various

user communities in mind.
Resource-rich style. Sites using

this style emphasize the breadth and
richness of the library’s collections, of-
ten showcasing rare materials and im-
ages alongside more pedestrian links to
catalogs and listings of branch loca-
tions. But the visual cue is unmistak-
able: Here lies treasure. For example,
The Boston Public Library’s homepage
has all the requisite links (about 25 pri-
maries), but it really operates as a
“bookshelf” for new publications and
news. Book jackets and exhibit notices
dominate the page, and links draw
users deeper, but it is equally easy to
launch a search, check library hours, or
contribute comments to the library’s
board meeting. The Bancroft Library at
the University of California–Berkeley
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takes a similar approach, list-
ing special collections and dis-
playing beautiful images from
the papers of Mark Twain or
other valuable resources.

Access orientation style.
Some libraries want their
homepages to be a nexus of
links—even if they limit the
top level to that crucial 15–25
primary links. The MIT Li-
braries’ homepage is decep-
tively simple; compact lists of
utilitarian buttons guide users
into the search process with
dispatch. Yet this is not at
the price of lively interaction:
News, events, and even photos
of staff experts fit very well
alongside the nested links.

Outreach focus style.
The library’s homepage has be-
come a key tool for public rela-
tions, fundraising, and com-
munity outreach, not just for
the library itself but also for its
host organization. It is possible
to emphasize outreach without
sacrificing utility, as Colum-
bia’s library web illustrates so
well. Links to blogs, newslet-
ters, information about library
services, newsfeeds, and ways
to get involved dominate the
site, but they do not obscure
the pathways to the catalog
and basic research. An out-
reach focus lays a foundation
for engaging users, but its
principal downside is the risk
of leaving out sufficient links to engage
various types of visitors. Once again,
the use of nested groups proves that
with the right balance, a “less is more”
strategy can function well.

People in dialogue style. The
Boston Public Library may emphasize its
resources and collection, but it doesn’t
sacrifice dialogue. In this regard, its
site illustrates that a dual content
strategy is now emerging: Its strategy
blends a strong content focus with

social interaction. The site invites users
to get involved in a variety of ways,
with more than half of the links lead-
ing to ways to interact with staff mem-
bers. Likewise, at the University of
Southern California Libraries, more
than half of all of the top-level links
are about two-way communication:
book a conference room, ask a librar-
ian, get research support, etc. Its focus
on people tells a story of community in
action as much as it leads the way to

collections and services. This is
a very effective approach when
communities are large, scat-
tered, or highly diverse.

The Discovery Within

The commercialization of
the web has made for some
very visually busy portals, and
I do not think I am alone when
I say that while I may use
them a lot, I do not love them.
In contrast, the spare but the-
matic approach that library
webs take has much to teach
when it comes to web design.
Library webs introduce catego-
rization into the discovery
process without inundating the
user with information. This
leads to a journey of discovery
within the world of the library
web that is quite enjoyable in
comparison with many com-
mercial sites. 

Much of our energy must be
devoted to integrating many on-
line services and then present-
ing a usable aggregation of rich
resources to the world. The pre-
sentation vehicle remains the li-
brary website and is likely to
continue to be the main public
face we use to engage our com-
munities for some time. It
speaks well of library-based web
designers that even as the list of
services and functionalities we
must present keeps on growing,

the library website has retained its
value as a clarifying agent. �
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