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3. Revealing information as it’s needed

With interaction design and jQuery, a long FAQ list becomes engaging and easier to read.

This chapter covers

· Affordances.  Making things look clickable
· Simple animation (SlideUp and SlideDown)

· How to improve the UX for your FAQ List

Information overload is common for many users.  Web designers and the marketing staff behind them cram as many words and links onto a single page as possible.  I once heard someone say in 1998 that Yahoo was the greatest page in the world because it had hundreds of links on the homepage.  The success of the minimalist Google has shown that white-space and simplicity can be a powerful force for the user and the company.

The key design principle is Progressive Disclosure.  This principle states that a user is most comfortable when information is revealed, like an onion, one layer at a time.  In this chapter we will show how to create a dynamic implementation of this principle without getting the engineers involved.
3.1 Visually designing the page

A frequent mainstay of any public website is the FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) list.  It a set of pre-determined questions with answers about the product or service on the website.  Usually the list is long and the answers are longer.  
From a visual design standpoint we want to help the user focus on the questions first and the answers second.  One elegant way is to collapse the answers under the questions.   Then, when the user clicks on the question, it should reveal the answer.  In the past, we would have to do a full page refresh to get the answer from the server.  
However, the ideal solution would be to slide the answer down gracefully when the user clicks on a question.  This would help maintain the context and show than an answer has been revealed.  Some key issues that need to be dealt with are how to make the question look like it will reveal and answer and how to indicate that it can be closed back up.
 “An Affordance is an action that an individual can potentially perform in their environment.” 

– Wikipedia.com

Don Norman expands on this definition by explaining that “perceived affordances” are what the individual thinks are potential actions.  In other words, the user does not know something is clickable unless you give them some indication.  That is, unless you make the links “afford” clicking.
I highly suggest Donald Normans, “The Design of Everyday Things” for a brilliant study of affordances how Designers should approach the problem.
The browser has various options for making something look clickable.  The cursor usually becomes a hand when it hovers over something clickable.  You can add other indications like changing the background color.  
Additionally, we want the user to clearly see the open and closed state of each question on the list.  They should perceive the affordance of “opening” and “closing” just by looking at it.    Typically, we do this with an open/close icon.  These usually take one of two themes. Plus/Minus or Carats.
Figure 3.1 Icons to denote open and close
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(Author note: add > and V too)

Either one will help the user understand the current state.  The requirement is that the list will toggle the icon based on the current state.
3.2 Structuring a FAQ list 

In general, you want your html structure to be as clean as possible.  The less markup on your page, the better.  This is partially for SEO reasons (e.g. So Google can better index your page) and partially for maintenance reasons.  You want your page to be as readable and manageable as possible.  Some options for a FAQ list at an unordered list or a single structure like below.
Listing 3.2 HTML for an FAQ List

<div class="faq">

  <a href="#">Question 1</a>

  <div class="answer">

    <p>"Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…"</p>

  </div>

  <a href="#">Question 2</a>

  <div class="answer">

    <p>"Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…" 

    <a href=”#”>some random link</a></p>

  </div>

  <a href="#">Question 3</a>

  <div class="answer">

    <p>"Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…"</p>

  </div>

</div>
The advantage of this structure is that we can leverage the built in CSS a:hover tag to affect the questions.  Using a <UL> structure, we would have to use jQuery’s hover function to achieve the same effect.

We will keep the CSS simple.  There are many variants to this structure and CSS.  Use the one you are most comfortable with.  JQuery is flexible and works with whatever structure you have.  
Listing 3.3 CSS for an FAQ List

div.faq a {

  padding: 5px 5px 5px 40px;

  margin: 10px 0px 0px 0px;

  display:block;

  background: url(closed.gif) no-repeat 10px 8px;

  border-bottom: 1px solid #CCCCCC;

  text-decoration: none;

}

div.faq a.open {

    background-image: url(open.gif);

}

div.faq a:hover {

  background-color: #EEEEEE;

}

div.answer {

  display:none;

  cursor: default;

  background-color: #EEEEEE;

}

div.answer p {

  padding: 20px;

  margin:0px;

}

div.answer a {

  padding: 0px;

  margin: 0px;

  display:inline;

  background: none;

  border: none;

  text-decoration: underline;

}
The result of this html and CSS will look like figure 3.4
Listing 3.4 FAQ List in a browser

[image: image4.png]Question 1

Question 2

Question 3




Of course, this is a simplistic design.  Always use graphic design to make your sites look as sharp and elegant as possible.  However, never diminish the perceived affordances with your design.  At the end of the day, a user must use your list to get information.  They aren’t going to hang it on the wall as artwork.

3.3 The jQuery Solution
With jQuery we want to find all of the <A> links inside the <div class=”faq”> and make them perform our open/close functions.  These functions should slide up or down the answer and switch the icon to the open/closed state.
Listing 3.5 jQuery for an FAQ List

$("div.faq > a").toggle(function(){

  $(this).next(".answer").slideDown();

  $(this).addClass("open");

},function(){

  $(this).next(".answer").slideUp();

  $(this).removeClass("open");

});
This function is called Toggle().  Toggle is like a cross between hover and click.  jQuery automagically figures out whether the list is open or closed and then switches off between the two parts of the instruction.  This is an amazing feature to me.  Normally, I would have to dive into some JavaScript to figure this stuff out.  jQuery does the heavy lifting for you, so that you only need to focus on the interaction design.
The toggle instruction does two short things.  The first is that is finds the very next “answer” div and slides it open.  The second instruction in Toggle adds or removes the class “open”.  This really puts that CSS class on the item so you can control what it does through your style sheet.  
By clicking on one of the list items, you can see how the answer is slowly revealed to the user.
Listing 3.6 Open/Close for an FAQ List
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jQuery advanced CSS support
Notice how the toggle is called with “div.faq > a”.  This works in all browsers using jQuery, but I was not able to use it straight in the CSS.  This is because IE6 doesn’t support the > selector.   jQuery on the other hands supports this and many other useful selectors.  I think of jQuery as CSS the way it’s supposed to be.

For more jQuery CSS selectors, see Appendix E.

Bonus advanced technique

One of the most interesting things to me is the subtleties of animation and its perceived effects.  The default slideDown() function works great for most circumstances, but I often want a little more from my animated interactions.  
Macromedia Flash has supported the concept of tweening or easing for a long time.  Specifically, I am referring to options for motion tweens.  Without getting into technical jargon, motion tweens are the ability to control exactly how an animation is rendered.  
There is a jQuery plugin called Easing which adds this functionality to jQuery.  You can download it and see examples here: http://gsgd.co.uk/sandbox/jquery.easing.php
There are many options you can see on the site for how to animate.  Click toggle on each one and find the one you like.  For our FAQ, I will choose “bounceout”.  To make this work, first you add in the plugin right after we included jQuery.
Listing 3.7 Including the Easing Plugin

    <script language="JavaScript" 

            src="http://code.jquery.com/jquery-latest.js" 

            type="text/javascript">

    </script>

    <script language="JavaScript" 

            src="plugins/jquery.easing.1.1.js" 

            type="text/javascript">

    </script>

    <script language="JavaScript" src="myStuff.js"

type="text/javascript">

    </script>

Once you do that, all kinds of magic happens under the covers, making jQuery even more powerful.  Now you can modify the toggle function to add in the easing.
Listing 3.8 jQuery using easing

$("div.faq > a").toggle(function(){

  $(this).next(".answer").slideDown({duration: 1000, easing: "bounceout"});
  $(this).addClass("open");

},function(){

  $(this).next(".answer").slideUp({duration: 1000, easing: "bounceout"});

  $(this).removeClass("open");

});
It’s that easy.  Now when I look at the page, my UX soul is appeased and I feel that a strong user interface has been created.  And I didn’t have to learn programming, and I didn’t have to beg engineers for help.  I love the easing plugin and look for places where it can make the experience better.

3.4 Summary

The difference between our current sliding effect and more mundane options is significant in the users mind.  They may not be able to pinpoint it, but each and every detail has a cumulative effect on the user.  When the interaction is smooth then the user feels more confident and secure.  This is exactly the kind of frame of mind that you want the user to be in.  They will complain less often and purchase more.
The slideDown effect out of the box with jQuery did a good job, but the easing plugin brought it to the next level.  I sometimes forget how many great plugins there are and how they improve the user experience.  I just emailed the mailing list about the easing plugin to remind other people how good it is.
This sort of effect shouldn’t be limited to sliding up and down panels.  Any time an animation happens in your work, you should consider the appropriate easing technique.  This includes drag and drop actions, menu actions, resizing and more.
In the next chapter will see another example of this technique and how you can use it to create a surprising “wow” feeling in the user’s mind, while at the same time improving your SEO scores.
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