5. Readability and information architecture
It’s called “Me too!-ism”  Everyone wants to be on the homepage.  How can you turn “information overload” into “well organized and sensible” with the use of Tabs?
5.1. Visually designing tabs

Tabs are a power metaphor for managing information to the user.  The old way of doing tabs was to make html pages for each panel of the tab.  The downside to this approach was that the html page would disappear and reappear while the page was loaded from the server.  It was slow and had limited context for the user to see what was happening.
The new way is to use client-side tabs.  This allows you to achieve the same structure but update the page on the fly without having to reload the page.  You can even generate the contents of each tab using Ajax.

Klaus Hartl has created one of the best jQuery plugins and modestly called it “tabs”.  You can download and use it for free at http://stilbuero.de/jquery/tabs/.  Tabs is extremely simple to setup and you can use it with many options.
5.2. Setting up Panels and Tabs
The most common use case for tabs is when you have a lot of information on a page that can be organized into 2-6 general categories.  You don’t want to overdo Tabs.  More than 6 tabs becomes overwhelming to a user.  This is true of almost all navigation.  If you feel you have more than 6 categories, you may want to revisit your information architecture.

Klaus has a downloadable zip file that has working examples.  I find these examples to be extremely useful.  There are so many options, I just can’t remember them all.  So I usually download the zip and then start changing things.  Klaus provides a starter tab background image as well as other CSS.  You should start with those and then change the CSS to match your own site style.  In our example I will include the default CSS provided by Klaus.
Make sure to also replace the tab and optional loading images to match your visual design.

So for this example the top of our page looks like:


[image: image1]
This is including the default CSS files for the tabs as well as a special IE6 style sheet.  The above technique ensures that only Internet Explorer 6 will import those styles.
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The HTML for our tabs can be customized, but the default structure is as follows:


[image: image3]
The outermost div is just a container for the entire tab structure.  We will use this to enable this block with tabs.  The <UL> list represents the tab links themselves.  Each one has an <A> link that points to a particular div.  This is how you make the relationship between the link at the top and the proper div to open upon clicking that link.

Without jQuery it looks like a normal list of links and panels.  This provides fairly good readability even without JavaScript.
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Panel 1 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.
Panel 2 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.
Panel 3 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.




5.3. The jQuery Solution
This may be the shortest jQuery instructions in the book.
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This single line finds the div with the ID of container-1 and enables the tabs.  Look now:
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Panel 1 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.




The brilliance of Tabs is its ability to make things work automagically.  Clicking on each tab hides the previous tab and opens the new one.  From an information architecture standpoint this is huge.  What was previously a page with many categories, all competition for the users attention, we now have a well-organized structure that is easier to read.
5.3.1. Options for the Tab plugin
Tabs actually goes much further than this and offers many options that give the designer the ability to choose a specific user experience that you think will achieve the desired effect.  The first option is quite simple.  Klaus has also written a “history” plugin which improves the user experience in a very specific way.

Users will often hit the “back” button when they use tabs thinking it will return them to the previous tab.  They may also bookmark a page thinking it will load up the tab they had open when they left.  This causes a problem without the history plugin, as the page never actually changes.  Just include the Hstory plugin and the Tabs plugin will upgrade itself and make the back button and bookmarking work the way you would expect them to.

You can find the history plugin at: http://stilbuero.de/jquery/history/
More options involve how the transitions would work.  Some examples with explanation follows:

$('#container-1').tabs(2);
By putting a number in the parentheses you can specify which tab would be open by default.
$('#container-1').tabs({ fxSlide: true });
Our trusty slideDown transition will open the tabs with a gracefull animation.
$('#container-1').tabs({ fxFade: true, fxSpeed: 'fast' });
You can use Fade instead and specify the speed you want it to go.
$('#container-1').tabs({ fxSlide: true, fxFade: true, fxSpeed: 'fast' });
You can even combine fade and slide at the same time for a really nice effect.
$('#container-1').tabs({ fxAutoHeight: true });
I use this option a lot.  It makes the height of the tab body to be the same for all of the tabs.  This keeps the design from moving around when one tab panel is shorter than the others.
And there are even more where you can load content via ajax or disable/enable certain tabs dynamically.  You can see with this plugin how the job of Web Designer looks more and more like a director of a movie.  You have really specific options about movement, transitions, heights, position and other details.  Use them wisely and you will reap the rewards in increased sales, happier customers and higher task completion rates.
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Rules about Tab Design


There are some basic rules about Tab design that I strongly suggest.  Discounting these rules will lead to user confusion.  They may seem simple, but they are important.





Rule #1:  Tabs must look clickable.  Often a designer will forget to make the tabs afford clicking.  Not only must they look clickable, but they should look like they will act like a tab.





Rule #2: Tabs must look like they are the header of the content they open.  This is not a simple rule.  Tabs must be connected and contain the content they open.  This implies that tabs which are not open should look like their content is hidden.





Rules #3: Open tabs must look “on” or “active”.  By “on” I mean that they should look different than the closed tabs.  They should have some visual indication that they are in the “active” state.





$('#container-1').tabs();





<div id="container-1">


  <ul>


    <li><a href="#fragment-1"><span>Tab 1</span></a></li>


    <li><a href="#fragment-2"><span>Tab 2</span></a></li>


    <li><a href="#fragment-3"><span>Variable width</span></a></li>


  </ul>


  <div id="fragment-1">


    Panel 1 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…


  </div>


  <div id="fragment-2">


    Panel 2 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…


  </div>


  <div id="fragment-3">


    Panel 3 - Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet…


  </div>


</div>





HTML Hacks


There is tremendous debate right now about how to use CSS hacks.  There is no standard way of declaring specific browsers for CSS rules.  Of course, if all browsers rendered CSS the same way, this wouldn’t be a problem.  Then again, if my Grandma has a moustache, we would call her Grandpa.





Personally, I hate the CSS hacks that have the aura of black magic.   I prefer to use JavaScript or ask an engineer to put something on the server-side to add a class to the <body> tag with the browser type. (e.g. class=”safari” or class=”ie6”.)





This allows me to make specific CSS like body.ie6 {}.  This feels more natural to me than some of the other techniques.





<html>


<script language="JavaScript" src="http://code.jquery.com/jquery-latest.js" type="text/javascript"></script>


<script language="JavaScript" src="plugins/jquery.tabs.js" type="text/javascript"></script>


<head>


  <title>Tabs</title>





<link rel="stylesheet" href="jquery.tabs.css" type="text/css" />


�<!--[if IE 6]>


<link rel="stylesheet" href="jquery.tabs-ie.css" type="text/css" />


<![endif]-->





</head>
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