
WEBSITE COMPOSITION AND LAYOUT

In the visually saturated world of 2016, audience attention is short. Your job as a designer is to do 
everything reasonably possible to hold this limited attention. Making visually interesting work is one 
technique for grabbing your audience and encouraging absorption of what you have to communicate.

We are going to discuss some specifics of visual layout for web design, but I would first like to throw 
out a disclaimer: there is no one right way to approach composition. While a simple list of "Do A, B 
and C to get strong results" seems like lovely idea, these types of lists are ultimately not very effective 
for web design, because the web is a dynamic environment. The needs of each website are different, 
and the medium itself is always changing (rapidly at that). How you design is based on what type of 
website you are building—personal, commercial, non-profit, informational—and also on the specific 
client and user base. You're not simply creating pretty things for the sake of pretty things. It's a complex
system, and complex systems are difficult or impossible to reduce to a simple list.

The dynamic nature of web design is also why websites that were cutting edge even just five years ago 
may feel dated now. To make strong web designs, you need to keep abreast of what's current by 
spending time looking around the web, reading blogs and/or updating your knowledge with tutorials 
(this is where your Lynda subscription will come in handy).

Disclaimer aside, there are some guidelines you can keep in mind that will help you create good web 
compositions. The term composition, incidentally, refers to the way formal elements (line, shape, space,
texture, value color) are arranged within a design. Strong composition attracts the viewer's eye, engages
it and guides it throughout. Some things to consider:

Reading Direction
In the Western world, we read left to right and top to bottom, so we typically begin looking at any 
composition from top-left. On screen is an image of eye tracking performed as visitors to a website 
scan it. You can see the densest area of concentration is at the upper left. If you understand this 
behavior, you have a better grasp on how to guide and hold visitor interest by placing areas of emphasis
or directional lines in that prime location.

Composition Can Be Used to Guide Movement
Although a viewer's eye will enter a website at the top left, once engaged, it is up to the composition to 
further guide. The most successful artworks and pieces of design direct the viewer in a manner that 
keeps them moving throughout while simultaneously holding them within the composition. In Van 
Gogh's Starry Night, for example, the eye enters at the upper left, but the swirls in the sky lead it right. 
It is then guided down by the dark values of the ground before moving up the vertical of the cypress 
tree in the foreground to begin again. As the eye cycles and re-cycles through the painting, it may start 
to see smaller relationships such as the lines of the roofs or the repeated shapes of the stars. Your goal 
as a designer is similar: to direct and hold a viewer long enough with composition allow him or her to 
engage with the nuanced visual and informational relationships within your site.

Foreground/Background
In traditional representational art, the goal is typically to suggest a three-dimensional space on a two 
dimensional plane using a variety of techniques like perspective. While web design doesn't create space
in quite the same way, most pages do have what can be considered a foreground and a background. 
Foreground elements are those that come forward and claim emphasis. This implied depth can occur 
based on relative size, amount of detail/texture and color or value choice. Establishing space is 
important because it can add areas of emphasis and variety and, therefore, visual interest. It also plays 
into functional organization by helping to establish a hierarchy.



In the case of the example on the screen, objects in the foreground come forward by virtue of contrast 
created by their higher value and brighter hue. This website also has a middle ground in addition to the 
obvious background.

Ultimately, putting things in the foreground encourages viewers to notice or interact with them. Some 
formal choices you can make to place parts of your site in the foreground include:

• using saturated color

• creating a contrast in color or value

• establishing a texture that is more detailed or tactile

• making the shape or text bigger

• using drop shadow(s)

• including interactive mouseover states

The Formal Principles
As we've discussed in previous classes, the formal principles of design are the qualities that together 
make a composition successful. As we've also discussed, there is no absolute agreement on what 
constitutes these principles. Different books and websites highlight different things. For this class we've
been talking about balance, proportion, emphasis, movement, rhythm, variety and unity, but other lists 
will include things like contrast and balance. Incidentally, part of the reason it is so difficult to make a 
definitive list is that the principles overlap. This interconnectedness is not a fault, though. Beauty relies 
on dependent relationships.

Emphasis
Although you will deal with all the formal principles in your designs, one of the things web designers 
think about most is emphasis or focal point. Emphasis is like a magnet for when you first lay eyes on a 
composition. It is created when an element or elements are constructed or arranged to draw your 
attention. Areas of emphasis also serve as anchors. Your visitor returns to them even as he or she 
explores other parts of a composition. This helps hold interest and keep the eye re-cycling.

One of the reasons focal point or emphasis is especially crucial for web design is that, since it draws the
viewer's eye to a certain place, it can encourage the visitor to engage in desired actions such as clicking
a link or liking a post. It is also crucial in establishing a visual hierarchy of information, which is 
important for effective communication.

Emphasis can exist for the page as a whole or for subsections of the page (mini-compositions). It can 
be created in a number of ways:

• Put what you want to emphasize in a prominent location.

• Increase the size.

• Use saturated and/or contrasting color.

• Create a texture that is more detailed or tactile.

• Establish leading lines (actual or implied).



Unity and Rhythm
Having similarity of elements throughout the composition (shapes, colors, line qualities, textures, etc.) 
helps the eye travel around the page, because the viewer is constantly reminded of things he or she has 
seen before in the same composition. It is also the key to a cohesive design because elements echo one 
another. A unified design with repeating elements can also set up emphasis or focal point by way of 
contrast.

Movement
All along we've been talking about moving the eye around the page. Movement is doubly crucial for 
web design because visitors must understand both how to move their eye within a single composition 
and how to navigate from page to page. The formal elements of line, shape, space, texture, color and 
value can be used to establish direction. Lines are particularly powerful in this regard: either actual 
lines or the implied lines created by shapes or invisible alignments. In the image on the screen, you see 
there's an implied line within the photograph that leads the eye to the navigation at the right.

Grids and Directional Guidance
As you've seen in your visual analysis so far, alignment (implied line) can make a particularly big 
impact on how the eye moves through a site. For this reason, many websites are built on a grid, with 
implied or actual lines connecting areas of content. These lines become directional guides, linking 
everything into cohesive unity and providing an easy-to-follow map through the content.

Alignment
Of course, a grid isn't a must-have for good web design, but some kind of logical alignment is. You 
want the eye move from one piece of content to another instead of jumping around nonsensically.

Hierarchy
Hierarchy implies that information has a logical progression based on importance. It is crucial for web 
design because websites typically have desired tasks and objectives. The content of a website also 
needs to be logically organized and easy to consume. While visual compositional techniques like the 
ones outlined above can help grab and hold interest, that interest is ultimately unfulfilled and 
unsustainable if we can't communicate what we need to. To that end, web designers must consider 
hierarchy.

While it may seem easy to make make assumptions about the importance of information, visually 
organizing it is a nuanced process that goes beyond simple ranking. There is no surefire solution that 
covers every situation. It's ultimately based on what your user wants to access and what your client 
wants to convey.

Many visual factors affect hierarchy such as white space, typeface family, size and weight, and other 
design elements like color, texture or ornamentation. You will read as your homework a chapter on 
some different methods for establishing hierarchy. Remember from the start, though, that you should 
never change too many elements in a single composition in an attempt to create hierarchy. It results in 
visual overload.


