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Review of Website Designs: 

An Eye to the STScI Community Missions Office Web Design 
- C. Christian 18 September 2002 

 

 Introduction and Background 
This report contains a review of several websites to get a sample of designs and architectures 
that would specifically serve the charter of the STScI Community Missions Office (CMO). CMO 
has many functions, but one of the primary objectives is to present to potential external 
collaborators our expertise and examples of what we can do in order to promote STScI 
capabilities. We wish to support the scientific community in crafting new missions, ground based 
observatories and other initiatives primarily aimed at space science. 
 
The STScI website serves a wide range of audiences. To be effective, each STScI website design 
and presentation should be tailored to the needs of the specific audience targeted. One design 
may not fit all purposes. For example, an interface for the press or for teachers or for the 
general public necessarily is different  than the interface presented to scientist looking for 
information on proposing to HST or conducting data reduction. 
 
The CMO goal for a web interface is to provide straight -forward, clear information about 
expertise and example projects and accomplishments. Our design principles are to have a well 
designed, easily navigable site with tasteful use of graphics, images and text. 
 
In looking at the websites, I followed the basic design guides used within the Institute, e.g., the 
WebMonkey principles and some standards articulated in OPO’s web design pages. DTI also used 
these procedures for creating its web pages for use in  2000-2002. 
 
In my review I concentrated on the following questions:  

- Does the site have a good appearance (subjective!)? 
- Is it clear what this company or organization does? 
- Is it clear what products or services this company or organization provides? 
- Is it clear what expertise the company or organization has? 
- Can I find information relevant to crafting a mission or facility? That is, is this company 

or organization a good partner for me on such an endeavor? 
- Can I easily navigate this site and do I always know where I am? 

 
 
I reviewed considerably more sites that appear here. Some had similar designs to these 10. 
Others were so disappointing that they were not worth the additional detailed review pages. 
 
I reviewed the  “newsy” type sites: Yahoo, ABC, CNN, etc. type pages. I do not discuss them here 
as they are not an appropriate style for creating useful partnerships to build missions and 
scientific research faculties. They are for a completely different purpose – brokering huge 
amounts of information in a timely and comprehensive fashion., with the caveat that the user  
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should know exactly what they are looking for. 
 
My final assessment of the websites resulted in the following recommendations for the CMO 
website: 
 

• Content must be modularized and clear 
• Content units (nuggets or atoms) are an individual product or service 
• Units should be linked to expertise units 
• Expertise units should be modular and clear with links to examples 
• Site should be easily navigable 
• Site should have a navigation tree evident 
• Appearance of site should be clean and uncluttered 
• Graphics, text and colors should be tasteful 

 
Specific examples and draft storyboards are presented in a separate document. 
 
The scorecard for the sites presented in this document are in the following table. 
 
 

Reviewer’s Scorecard 
 
SITE Graphical/ 

Visual  
Design 

Navigation  
Ease  

Navigation 
Tree 
Evident 

Content  
(core 
nuggets) 

Know what 
they do? 

Clear 
product 
descrip-
tions? 

IDEO        
TRW       
Lockheed-M       
Verizon, etc.       
Honeywell       
SAIC       
CSC       
USRA       
JHU/APL       
Ball Aerospace       
 
Scorecard Legend 
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 Company 1: IDEO (www.ideo.com)  [my favorite – cac] 
 
 
IDEO’s Top Page is at www.ideo.com. Once you “enter” the site, you access this page at 
http://www.ideo.com/ideo.asp 
 
Logo changes shape. Small, subtle, but does draw the eye. This site uses Flash. 
 
 

Navigation paradigm  
• persistent top header 
• top horizontal navigation bar is main navigation throughout the site 
• “News” at right (ok if you have news often) 
• all visual elements blended with text to describe features  
• not text heavy 
• highlighted products at bottom – go straight to the atoms of information on the product – 

there is no intervening material or page. 
• Note: search is on every page  
 
“About Us” describes expertise. What they can do for you. Has reference to methodologies too. 
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“Our Work” demonstrates what IDEO has done. 

Teasers are visual images – linked to projects. 
Textual material also references projects done. 
Note persistent navigation bar at top. 
Note site locator under navigation bar showing we are at : Home: Our Work. These are active links. 
Many ways to find the SAME information here – searches by keyword, client, category, visual 
reference or the highlighted projects. Using any link, I will end up at an atom of information – a 
specific product. 
 
The IDEO web design philosophy  

• uses a flat architecture 
• is based on “nuggets” or “atoms” of information – the products 
• showcases expertise and services through sample products 
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This is the page for 
“Pocket Digital”. 
 
Persistent navigation 
bar. 
 
Short synopsis on 
product under image. 
 
Expertise used, 
project date at right. 
 
Note use of lower 
navigation bar for 
related products. “If 
your are interested in 
this, maybe you will be 
interested in these 
products too! 
 
 

This is another 
product page – 
this is a core 
nugget or 
“atom “ of IDEO 
information 
regarding their 
products. 
 
Navigation tree 
is never very 
deep and 
provides easy 
way to get 
back. 
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IDEO’s top page. This is clean, straightforward, and just gives the company message to answer 
the question “What is IDEO?” 
 
If IDEO is relevant to the user, then continue…if not…browse somewhere else. The decision can 
be made by the user easily and quickly. No significant time is invested in figuring out this 
company. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These pages describe (short, 
sweet) IDEO’s expertise. This is 
a core nugget of information 
about expertise. Visual and 
textual examples are given. 
 
Note there is now an additional 
horizontal navigation bar so I 
can select various areas of 
expertise to learn about. 
 
I probably would have put those 
links on the left, but perhaps 
the prototype IDEO effort 
indicated such a solution was 
not workable.
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Company 2: TRW 
 
I chose TRW as an example because they won the Web Telescope prime contract. 
Note the top main, persistent navigation is, again, horizontal. The left-hand navigation bar is 
“page specific”. 

 
 

This entry page is a bit busy and probably could do without the news at the bottom. Or the news 
could  be more compact and tastefully presented. 
The graphic banner at the top doesn’t do much other than carry the slogan and could be made 
smaller, maybe as the header only for the left column. The top banner is much too  “heavy” and 
detracts from the center image. However top graphical horizontal bars are a design feature of 
the TRW site throughout.  
 
 
Note the site purposefully does not use left and right hand banners at this level or the next level 
down. I think this is to distinguish this site from the “newsy” sites like Yahoo, ABC, CNN, and 
znet that, in general, annoy most users. 
 
My assessment is that such an approach works better than those newsy sites because the TRW 
customer base is looking for products and services, not an index or encyclopedia. 
 
Note prominent search at top. 
Note bottom is more traditional for industries – used for legalities, copyright, and site map. 
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“Government Services” for TRW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Persistent top navigation bar and graphic – a design feature of the TRW website. 
We have added the TWO (only 2!!) categories (Marketplace and TRWBusinesses) in which to find 
information. This is good! Even though TRW is a complicated organization, we can find things 
relatively easily. The navigation tree is evident too. 
 
A more traditional left hand index is used here at this level – with drop down detailed menus. 
No right hand text or clutter. I can easily decide this is the company I want or not. 
Visual elements are only the location identifier banner and the element at the bottom. 
 
Paragraph tells me about the section I am in, in case I am lost. If this is not the kind of product 
or service I want, I can get out now. 
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This is now deeper into the TRWBusinesses area, but linking back to the Marketplace. 
If I link to “Primary Flight Controls” – I get back to the Marketplace. The links are to principal 
“nuggets” of information – what the systems are that TRW markets. 
 

Both the right and left hand navigation 
areas work. I don’t prefer the right hand 
navigation bar being there, but it is 
fairly clean and uncluttered. It does not 
contain too much information, endless 
lists, etc. I am not overloaded looking at 
this information. 
 
Once again we see that this site directs 
us to fundamental morsels of 
information. 
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If l use links from the Marketplace, and then use the left hand navigation bar, I can get down to 
an individual item or product nugget. These items are accessible through cascading drop down 
menus on the left. The navigation tree is evident. 
I did find it confusing that neither the “Flight Controls” nor the “Primary Flight Controls” pages had any 
reference to the deeper nuggets I might find. 

 
So it is good  that the navigation 
bars are persisent, but I can only get 
to an individual item by knowing a 
priori that there are deeper levels, or 
by experimenting with the left hand 
navigation bar.  I think this should be 
improved. The improvement would be 
to somehow indicate what options 
exist from “Flight Controls” so I keep 
on browsing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Information about TRW in the “Who We 
Are” section is arranged similarly to the 
other areas of the site. 
The top two levels do not have the right 
hand bar. As we get deeper into the area, 
the right side brings in related topics of 
interest. 
 
The left navigation bar again has some 
dropdown menus and some links to “one 
page” bits of information such as the link 
to the “TRW Behaviors” page. 
 
This is the area where I can search for 
nuggets of TRW expertise. 
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 Company 3: Lockheed Martin 
 
Top page has:  
• persistent top navigation bar 
• no left-hand navigation 
• search at top 
• logistics, sitemap at bottom 
• images demonstrating 

products 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This presentation does not work 
so well. The “Lines of Business” is 
a long laundry list. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The “Space” business link ends up 
with ever more links. 
 
The navigation tree is evident.
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The description of Hubble is pretty general 
and one has to go to “More Information” to 
finally find out details on what Lockheed 
Martin did for HST. There is some cursory 
reference to LM’s role here. 
 
There is an interesting lack of visual material on 
the site for their products. 
 
Note the link to this area was selected from the 
“Lines of Business” and then “Space ”, but we 
wrap around to “Products”.  
 
The Products page is a multi-page alphabetical 
index. I better know what I want from “Products” 
a priori, because the pages give me no simplified 
breakdown of possible categories to choose 
from. For example “Hubble Space Telescope ” is 
listed in the “Products” area under the letter 
“H”. 
 
What if I did not know Lockheed had anything to 
do with HST? 
 
The “About Us” section needs a further 
dimension, so the links are listed on the left side. 
 
For “Products” “Space”, and “Lines of Business” 
it was apparently decided to use the main real 
estate of the page for building links rather than 
creating drop down menus or categories to 
choose from. This approach does not really work 
for me, but other users may find it preferable. 
 
I prefer the organization shown on this page,  
• Persistent navigation bar at top 
• Search evident 
• Navigation tree evident 
• Left navigation for additional categories 

and topics 
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 Company 4, 4a: Verizon, IBM, SPRINT, etc. 
 
Both of the sites are representative of the 
telecommunications and the computing 
industries. I probably can find what I want 
but there is a LOT to read here.  
 
Since I need something from this company, I 
probably will persist and drill into this 
website. If I was just curiously browsing or 
considering partnering with this company, I 
would quit and go somewhere else! 
 
Luckily I know what IBM is and I know what 
Verizon is so I am probably looking for 
something very specific. That is, I and other 
users are not just “browsing” we are looking 
for a specific item and so the companies 
throw everything at us at once. 

 
In this case, note that “About Verizon” is not the first navigation item, because, in principle the 
user already knows! 
 
 
 
Sprint is a little better…. 
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 Company 5: Honeywell 
  
This top page is a bit busy and does not really sell me on the company.  
 

Some of the ancillary pages (“About 
Us” and “Six Sigma”) are simpler with 
short text and left hand navigation. 
 
In contrast, the “Aerospace” and 
“Specialty Materials” pages are a 
nightmare with a long, long right hand 
navigation bar with a laundry list of 
related links. The pages are similar to 
the “Car Care” page shown below, but 
the related  links are too numerous on 
the other pages. I am exhausted just 
looking at the list! 
 
I don’t particularly like the graphical 
style. I find the colors and 
presentation jarring. 
 
 
A good design feature is that the top 
navigation bar has drop down menus 
for further selection.  IDEO once used 
that design, until they drastically 
flattened their website architecture. 
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 Company 6: SAIC 
 
This site does not work for me at all. 
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 Company 7: CSC 
 

The top page is “ok”, 
certainly better than 
some (see above). Other 
pages end up in long 
lists and could use 
some design 
improvement. 
 
This site uses primarily 
a left-hand navigation 
bar, but some company 
specific information is 
persistent at the top. 
The left-hand items are 
drop down menus. 
 
 
This page is found 
under the submenu of 
“Solutions”. Not too 
bad. The right hand 
items are ok, but maybe 
they could have been 
incorporated 
somewhere else.  
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 Company 8: USRA 
 
The top page is a good start. 
Navigation paradigm is left-hand 
navigation. 
 
“Hot Topics” could be presented 
slightly better but it is ok. 
 
Since USRA does not use top 
horizontal navigation, and must 
preserve the left navigation bar, 
subsequent pages are laundry 
lists of links. 
 
I could not find any real 
enticement to actually continue 
to look at this site other than the 
SOFIA announcement but that 
was out of personal interest. If I 
was going to write a proposal, I 
surely find it difficult to know why 
I would collaborate with USRA 
from their web. 
 
 
 
 
This is the “About USRA”. The page is 
very long and I got tired reading it! 
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A long list of “Institutes and Programs”. 
 
 
Most of these are links to other places. They 
should come up in a separate window, but they 
don’t. 
 
Again, since this site does not use a 
navigation bar at the top, the page real 
estate is used to create long lists of links. 
 
I still do not know why I should collaborate 
with them, and this page should be the core of 
their work. 
 

 
 
From this site, I cannot tell you actually what USRA does or what the fundamental nuggets of 
information, products or services are. 
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 Company 9: JHU/APL 
 

The APL site is pretty clean and 
easy to use. Again, it does 
demonstrate what happens 
when the primary navigation is 
on the left and the top space is 
used mainly for graphics and 
logos. We loose the ability to 
use the left side creatively and 
we are forced to make 
navigation more complicated. 
 
The left navigation buttons are 
not drop down menus. 
 
Note traditional use of links to 
legalities etc. at bottom. 
 
 
This is the “Programs” area. The 
visuals are nice, but this page is 
a bit wasted. The details of the 
programs could have been a 
drop down menu 
 
 
 

I was surprised that this is all 
there is to the “Civilian 
Space” page. It is a slide show 
of images accessed by clicking 
the current image. No 
descriptions. 
 
So what does APL do? 
 
It turns out that this is a 
trick! If the user goes to 
Civilian Programs and then 
links to “Programs” again…we 
get a new page. This is 

counter-intuitive and my suggestion would have been to not call that button “Programs” again, 
but something else like “Program List” or “Projects”.  
 
The slide show here is nice, but a bit gratuitous. 
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So here we are finally at a 
long list of programs. I was 
disappointed at this page 
since the designs of the other 
pages were so nice. 
 
Each one of these links now 
goes to the real nugget – a 
short description of the 
program and links to the 
home pages (e.g., FUSE). 
 
 
.  
 
 
 
 
 
Not good! Should not be 
necessary. 
 
 
This area is linked through 
Civilian Space… 
Technology… 
Instrumentation 
 
Note lack of navigation tree, 
but at least I can guess I am 
in the Technology area since it 
is colored yellow.  
 
The submenu is persistent in 
case I want to go to some 
other Technology area. 
 
I am a little frustrated here 

since I would like to have links to examples of “Compact Hyper-Spectral Images” as they have 
been used in “Civilian Space”. So I have to do more hunting to see if APL is a good partner for my 
mission. 
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 Company 10: Ball Aerospace 
Nice site entry point. Clean 
design. 
 
Uses left navigation. 
Navigation links have short 
explanation implemented as 
a roll over – e.g., when the 
cursor is placed on the word 
“PROGRAMS”, the 
sentence 
“highlights of Ball’s major 
accomplishments, past and 
present” appears in the 
black space to the right of 
the navigation bar. 
 
Logistics etc. at bottom as 
is usual in these industries. 

 
 
 
The design switches here. It is 
reminiscent of the entry page, 
but does not carry the exact 
design. I found it a little 
disturbing that the font of 
the navigation bar did not 
match the top navigation bar. 
I had to compare item by item 
to see if I had access to the 
same part of the site.  
 
I think the site would work 
better if the left navigation 
bar was persistent in design 
as well as content. 
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The design changed again! There is family 
resemblance of this page to previous 
pages but not exactly. This page is 
interesting, but I still do not know what 
Ball did other than “play a major role”. 
They also “built” some of the instruments, 
but what expertise do they actually have? 
 
What did they do? Are they machinists? 
Do they have detector expertise? 
 
There are some hints in each of the 
nuggets pages (ACS, STIS, etc.). Actually 
the WFC3 page is more informative than 
others. 
 
 
 

The core nugget of information – an 
instrument. This is a clean design for 
this morsel of information. I see that 
Ball is building the optical assembly etc. 
Now  I finally have an idea about their 
expertise! 
 
 
Note: I think the horizontal navigation 
bar would have worked throughout the 
site. They also have not cluttered up 
the nugget pages with left and right 
hand news flashes and other links. 
 
I have little information about where I 
am in the site though. I “guess” I am in 
Current Programs from the textual 
language suggesting that WFC3 
activities are in progress or slated for 
the future. 

 

 


