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to the originating locations of the Flickr 
posts. Some images are artistic, while 
others are utilitarian. Some seem intimate 
and personal, while others clearly exist 
for public display. The combination of 

images gives a fascinating survey of the 
intentions of those who publish photos 
on Flickr. Flickrvision provides a unique 
“shortcut directly to people’s minds.”

Three minutes of Flickrvision images

Posted by Calignosus
Melbourne, Austrailia

Posted by philcampbell
Midlands, England

Posted by sabino.parente
Luxembourg

Posted by Stephane.pouyllau
Paris, France

Posted by JFMercure
St. Andrews, United Kingdom

Posted by FireflyFan
Dayton, Ohio

Posted by FlyingWhael
Preston, England

Posted by dvdbramhall
United Kingdom

Posted by Wallensteiner0
Villach, Austria

Posted by Cezar1g
Bucharest, Romania

Posted by Taras
Solomko, Moscow

Posted by read_your_life
Sansia, Taiwan

Posted by Froken Kiwi
Norway

Posted by The Watanabes
Aiea, Hawaii

Posted by Heavybm
Madrid, Spain

Posted by RedxNemesis
White Plains, New York
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Self-aware (but ultimately 
uncontrollable) content

Web content gets smarter all the 
time. Standards-based design separates 
structure from presentation and 
transforms Web pages into efficient 
vessels for self-aware content. Languages 
like XML structure data to allow for 
the description of content by type. (An 
address can be tagged as an address, an 
opinion can be tagged as an opinion, etc.) 
As structured data becomes ubiquitous, 
better tools improve the quality and 
increase the quantity of metadata.

With more robust information about 
information, content becomes easier to 
find and easier to distribute and this 
will have a profound, if not completely 
understood effect on the 21st century 
Web. Consultant Peter Morville gives an 
example of the unintended anarchy to 
come as he describes the phenomenon of 
“Googlebombing” where pranksters link 
keywords to a particular target URL:

“A search on ‘miserable failure’ 
returns George W. Bush’s 
presidential biography as the top 
hit … This reflects a fundamental 
shift in power from author to 
reader and from authority to 
popularity.”

The portability of XML data also 
affects the balance of power by enabling 
third parties to create mashups with 
content created by others. Originating 

creators supply their content through 
APIs, but any control they have depends 
on a combination of Terms of Use and 
lawsuits, a situation that begs for chaos as 
the number and complexity of mashups 
and APIs skyrocket.  

Experiential content
For people who feel the need to color 

within the lines, this new century is going 
to be painful. If you ever implemented 
a content management system, you 
probably defined content as a set of 
elements that included text, images, 
video, and maybe audio. (You might 
have even broken the definition down to 
include headlines, articles, and other sub-
elements.) But the social aspects of the 21st 
century Web have a direct and disruptive 
effect on that tidy, regimented definition. 

A Twitter tweet, a product opinion on 
CNET, and a player update on Raptr are 
so much more than words and images on 
a computer screen. The content of the 21st 
century Web is frequently the interaction 
itself. The definition of content needs to be 
broadened, exploded really, to encompass 
the experience (and even multiple 
experiences) of interaction with others.
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It’s not hard to picture 
a print designer 
manipulating photos, 

text, grids, and color, but 
what does it look like when 
one refines an experience, 
revises a solution to be 
more voyeuristic, or 
exploits the ambient 
awareness provided by a 
product?

It’s tempting to say that 
we are evolving past visual 
and interface design to 
interaction and experience 
design. But these are just 
labels and while they’re 
useful from the designer’s perspective (to 
define training, to create a job posting, or 
to describe past work), they are almost 
meaningless from the Web’s perspective. 
Web design in the 21st century involves 
typography and user-created context 
and images and interactions and a dozen 
other diverse elements. More than ever, 
Web design requires a jambalaya of skills 
and while you can identify the individual 
ingredients before they go in the pot, they 
become entirely intermingled once inside. 

Visual design is essential to 
transcendent Web design as running 
up and down the court is essential to a 
professional basketball player’s game. It 
is a base skill that supports and makes 
relevant other skills. But a designer who 
limits themselves to just the manipulation 
of clearly defined, unambiguous visual 

elements limits herself to 
print-design-in-disguise.

In a Web dominated by 
transplanted print design, 
elegant and beautiful 
failures can hide in plain 
sight (and frequently win 
awards), but the rigorous 
and complex requirements 
of transcendent Web 
design will only get more 
demanding as the century 
progresses.

In The Experience 
Economy, Joseph Pine and 
James Gilmore suggest 
that we are moving from a 

service economy to an economy based on 
experiences:

“The company no longer offers 
goods or services alone but the 
resulting experience, rich with 
sensations, created within the 
customer. All prior economic 
offerings remain at arms-
length, outside the buyer, while 
experiences are inherently personal 
… No two people can have the 
same experience – period. Each 
experience derives from the 
interaction between the staged 
event and the individual’s prior 
state of mind and being.”

Transcendent Web design in practice
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The site for the Hotel Benjamin is 
lovely and meets the industry standard 
for hotel reservation services. It even 
talks a good game about the experience 
of staying at the hotel, but the harsh 
light of the 21st century Web exposes it 
as just another pretty print brochure, 
transplanted online and accented with 
Flash animation. If Pine and Gilmore 
are right, The Benjamin’s site is stuck in 
a Service Economy and won’t stand a 
chance against competitors who adjust to 
the Experience Economy.

Redefining design
Everything we know about Web design 

is all that we knew about print design and 
that’s what makes it wrong. But design 
can, and should be an integral part of 
the emergence of a fully realized Web. 
Transcendent Web design will require a 
much broader definition of design that 
frequently includes social behavior, and 
in many cases the primacy of interactions. 
Some designers will be unable to attain 
competency in all of the areas that the 
evolved Web requires so the number and 
variety of individuals directly involved in 

Talk is cheap: Sites for service oriented companies, like this one for the Hotel Benjamin in New 
York City, will need to do more than talk about experiences.



Everything You Know About Web Design is Wrong                                  dan@dswillis.com, www.dswillis.com

Page 14

the design process will need to broaden 
as well. Teams with complementary skills 
may be required, but without artificial 
separations of roles or responsibilities. 
Business experts may need to be 
interaction hobbyists; information 
designers may need to be part-time 
technologists.

This blurring of professional lines 
began in 1995 as soon as people started 
publishing on the Web, but in the 21st 
century the opportunity to white-knuckle 
traditionally narrow job descriptions is 
over. This will make some designers and 
their organizations uncomfortable, but as 

any Star Trek fan can tell you “resistance 
is futile.” Economic necessity will be the 
driver as a product’s financial success 
comes to depend more and more on the 
satisfaction of specific individual user 
goals.

When the definition of design stretches 
so much wider than it ever needed to 
for print and when the work involves so 
much more than “look and feel,” it brings 
up an interesting question: Is 21st century 
Web design really design at all? 

I think people have been struggling 
with this indirectly for awhile as they’ve 
tried to categorize all the things that go 

Preparing for transcendent Web design

“We increasingly expect sophisticated experiences that are emotionally satisfy-
ing and meaningful. These experiences will not be simple products. They will 
be complex combinations of products, services, spaces, and information.”

- From “Design Thinking” by Tim Brown (the CEO of design firm IDEO)
Harvard Business Review, June 2008 

Web design will take place at that chaotic intersection of products, services, and information. 
Some tips to prepare yourself:

Master•	  the visual so you can take that expertise for granted when you have to deal 
with a new set of unfamiliar factors.
Get•	  in the habit of designing for specific users and their specific needs.
Embrace•	  your ignorance. Just as in the early days of the Web, nobody knows 
the answers. Avoid anybody who says they do.
Don’t be distracted•	  by business models that don’t begin and end with real users and 
their goals, needs, or desires.
Don’t be distracted•	  by technology or technologists. There won’t be a magic button 
that can address your biggest challenges.
Don’t be distracted•	  by failure. If it was easy, what you want to create would already 
exist.
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on between a user and the Web. See how 
these various definitions collide and 
overlap:

 
“Think of visual design as the ‘voice’ •	
of interaction design and in-
formation architecture.” (Dan 
Saffer)
“•	 Interaction design is a combina-
tion of many disciplines, including 
usability and information archi-
tecture.” (Alex Poole)
“•	 Information design is dedicated 
to making information as effective 
as possible.” (Dirk Knemeyer)
“•	 Experience design is an ap-
proach more than it is a field and 
encompasses a wide variety of is-
sues --some of which are informa-
tion design or architecture issues, 
some of which are interaction 
design issues, others are socio-
logical issues, business issues, etc.” 
(Nathan Shedroff)

Once again, we can look to the past for 
guidance on the future. When filmmakers 

unbolted their cameras and introduced 
varying shots and angles and when they 
experimented with editing techniques 
not possible in live theater, they were 
able to explore the human condition in 
new ways. As drama on film evolved, 
it had less and less in common with the 
traditional drama of the theater, so much 
so that by the early 20th century, one could 
have asked “is film drama really drama at 
all?”

Film drama owes as much to theater 
drama as Web design owes to its print 
origins, but in both cases, the newer 
version evolved well outside of its older 
cousin. 21st century Web design can’t be 
defined by, and shouldn’t be constrained 
by print design. Radical changes in the 
designer’s role and the design process are 
likely on the way.

There is so much about Web design that 
we still don’t know. 


