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This is an excerpt of the full book, featuring the entire content of Chapter 1.

If you would like to order the full book, please see https://craigcecil.gumroad.com/l/designinbrowser

Enjoy!

4

https://craigcecil.gumroad.com/l/designinbrowser


CHAPTER 1

Designing in the Browser

"The medium is the message" —Marshall McLuhan

As designers, what is our medium?

The medium of the web is the web browser. So shouldn't we design our websites and web-based apps
in the browser, with the browser as the design surface? Why are we still clinging to the use of 
propriety prototyping tools that are abstracted from the eventual design surface? Let's find out the 
whole story and show you the inevitable future of web design that is happening now.
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Who This Book is For

 Primarily, this book is for guiding designers through the Design in the Browser process. This book 
takes the generic Design in the Browser concept and provides concrete steps you can follow to 
implement this method of web-based design. Additionally, each piece of Design in the Browser 
functionality is described and implemented as a module within the overall toolset, so as new and 
better implementations emerge, you can plug in that newer piece of functionality. In a nutshell, it’s
future-proof prototyping.

 Secondarily, this book is for designers who want to free themselves from traditional prototyping 
tools, take control of their prototyping options and functionality, and design in the modern web 
medium. Designers are our primary audience here.

 Finally, anyone interested in designing in the browser, including user interface (UI) developers 
should be able to gain much from reading this book.

What You Will Learn

 How to Assemble an Effective Design in the Browser Toolset
 How to Iterate from Wireframe to Low-Fidelity to High-Fidelity to Testable Prototypes
 How to Create Multi-Lingual Prototypes
 How to Create Accessible Prototypes
 How to Provide Design Documentation in the age of Agile
 How to Automatically Collect UX Analytics on your Prototypes
 How to Iterate and Version Control your Designs
 How to Test and Publish your Designs
 and much, much more (just look at that table of contents!)

How this Book is Organized

Each chapter in this book guides you through the Design in the Browser process, explaining concepts, 
presenting strategies, and making recommendations.

Specifically, most chapters contain the following sections:

 A thorough discussion and explanation of a specific topic or related set of concepts
 Strategies and alternatives to consider for the topic
 Recommendations on how to proceed for the topic
 Key Questions you should ask yourself about this topic
 A Checklist of items to do for this topic
 References on the topic at hand
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At the end of the book, we’ll put everything together into a sustainable, modular system you can use 
to design in the browser today and in the tomorrows to come.

How Current Design Tools Fail Us

Even before the web, we've been designing things using various design applications. These static 
design tools haven't changed on a fundamental level in the past three decades. Either a fixed canvas 
or the concept of a page is forced by the tool, or the tool forces the designer into that mental model. 
However, with the dynamic, diverse, and infinite canvas of the modern web, these same types of 
design applications are falling short in many ways.

Static design tools haven’t changed on a fundamental level in the past three decades

Traditional design tools, such as Adobe XD, Axure, InVision, Sketch, and many others, are abstraction-
based tools, based on vector manipulation and designed for static environments that don't change. 
With the concepts of responsive web design, content-first design, and the plethora of new devices 
with differing screen widths and functionality, we need a dynamic design surface that embraces the 
fluidity and inherent nature of the web platform, supporting sustainable design. Remember, we’re not 
only designing now for various screen resolutions, but also for the diversity of device capabilities, 
sensors, input types, connection speeds, and user preferences (for light levels, motion, and color 
scheme, among others)—and our prototypes should reflect that. All of this diversity shape the 
experiences of people using our product designs.

Our designs should work in situations we haven’t imagined, and on devices that don’t exist yet. You 
can’t do that with abstraction-based design tools that don’t live on the web platform. But you surely 
can when designing in the browser.
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An infinite amount of device widths

Traditional abstraction tools require us to create separate designs for specific adaptive views at 
specific screen width intervals. This increases effort and costs time. Adding a design for each specific 
screen width you want to show isn't a sustainable approach. 

8



Like most prototyping tools, Axure is adaptive-based and not responsive

When designing in the browser, all designs are on the browser's responsive canvas and you maintain a 
reliable source of truth in design.

Other issues with abstraction tools such as Axure, Adobe XD, Sketch, and others, include:

 They don't allow us to determine where designs break or falter, as languages, devices, and 
screen dimensions change. When designing in the browser, this is automatic.

 They falsely enforce the modern page metaphor, even though we may not actually be designing 
static pages, but rather a web application page (think Single Page Applications or Google Maps). 
We are designing the interaction experience.

 They encourage form over content when it should be the other way around. Designing without 
content is simply decoration.

 Some types of designs, such as responsive table behavior or CSS-based animation, require 
significant effort or may be impossible to simulate. When designing in the browser, this is almost 
automatic.

 They emulate the real experience, putting a layer between design and the real result. 
Abstractions are false. It's a fool's errand.
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Abstractions are false

These are often the core reasons why designers often lament that their designs were not 
implemented as intended—because developers have to translate an abstracted design, based on false 
assumptions, into an entirely new medium. That’s a complex and hard task with numerous points of 
failure.

The most effective way to get stakeholders on board is to create a prototype that is true to the app’s 
experience. No smoke and mirrors. No simulations. No half-baked attempts to produce HTML from 
vectors or other abstractions.

Finally, consider that today designs are part of a larger product development process, and what 
matters now is not just producing a design, but how designs fit seamlessly into this process, making 
collaboration easier and hand-off of designs smoother. Iteratively. That’s why we need to design in the
browser.

What is 'Designing in the Browser'?

Designing in the Browser is a methodology that directly uses the browser as the design canvas. What 
does this mean? It means you will be using either the browser directly, or other pieces of software 
that interact directly with the browser to realize your design. The design lives directly in the language 
(HTML+CSS) and medium (browser) of the web. This will make you a better designer. Let’s see how.
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Designing directly in the browser provides numerous benefits:

 Allows us to create dynamic designs that flex and change depending on the width of the screen.
 Allows us to create designs that interact and behave exactly.
 Allows us to see desktop and mobile versions of a design at the same time, as it's being built.

The commercial Pinegrow Web Editor is currently the holy grail of web design

 Allows us to make decisions based on actual browser behavior, rather than just assumptions in our 
designs. Think of it as deciding in the browser.

 Allows us to test early and get feedback on reality—not assumptions from abstracted tool output. 
As soon as a single piece of design is in the browser, it can be tested.

 It sets expectations early and allows the design to grow iteratively and organically.
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 Code used in prototypes can serve as a basis for production ready code. In fact, when prototyping 
with Web Components, the design is production ready.

 Ultimately, it allows us to put content over form, embrace the fluidity of the web and the diaspora 
of devices, and focus on systems of design components instead of pages.

Ultimately, designing in the browser allow us to answer all of the “What happens if…” questions that 
conventional design tools can’t, such as: 

 What happens if...we have 30 items in the navigation bar, instead of 7?
 What happens if...we eventually expand the site to include over 1,000 pages?
 What happens if...we have a table with 20 columns?
 What happens if...the text on that button is extremely lengthy?
 What happens if...our pages are being viewed on the worst possible mobile device with a slow 3G 

connection?
 What happens if...we want to test our prototype as a Progressive Web App on a mobile device?
 What happens if...we want to translate our UI into other languages?
 What happens if...someone is navigating the page with a screen reader?
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As a designer, you need to answer these types of questions. The chapters in this book will show you 
how we can answer all of these questions, and more, by designing in the browser. And by answering 
these questions in the browser, you will go far in achieving resilient design.

One design to rule them all

Approaches to Designing in the Browser

Currently, there are two approaches for designing in the browser—editor-based and browser-based. 
Let’s look at each.

Editor-Based
This approach uses a traditional text editor and HTML code to realize the design. We've had this ability
since the beginning of the web. Now, we can supercharge the editor, transforming it as we wish, from 
a programming tool to a design tool. Since traditional prototyping tools are faltering, now is the time 
for designers to make the step to this method. Yes, it does require designers be familiar with HTML 
and CSS—but time spent learning that becomes much more valuable and universal than learning 
another proprietary design tool. HTML is the language of the web, so let's all start speaking that 
design language.
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Using Visual Studio Code as a design tool

Browser-Based
We're not quite there yet. The tools still need to mature, be open to all design systems, be extensible, 
and support Web Components. Currently, using this approach does not meet the goals for our design 
tools, as described in the next chapter. Keep an eye on this approach—things are evolving rapidly here
and this is where we eventually want to be.

A browser-based design tool
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Combining the Editor & Browser
Currently, this is our best option as you'll see detailed in the next chapter.

By combining a customized editing environment (e.g., design environment) with a modern browser 
(Chrome, Firefox, Edge, Safari, and others), we get the best of all worlds (and tools!) for building web-
based prototypes. If you have a very large monitor or even two monitors, then this environment 
becomes ideal—one monitor for your design editor and the other showing your  design in progress in 
the browser.

Make the Leap

For many designers, especially those intimately familiar with traditional design tools and perhaps 
lacking HTML and CSS knowledge, designing in the browser can be an intimidating step to take.

Relax.

If you remove the need to learn a proprietary tool and just learn HTML and CSS, you're done. It's never
obsolete—it's the bedrock of the web. 
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HTML is information architecture. CSS is presentation.

HTML+CSS = Visual. Print. Aural. Animation. Interaction.

Sounds like design. 

Also, there is still plenty of need for sketching and all the other UX activities you are accustomed to 
performing. In the end, your designs will be more accurate and realistic. You will be able to better 
communicate with developers. Duplication of work will be eliminated. And you can execute more 
control over the final designs. Finally, designing in the browser may initially be slower for you, but will 
rapidly exceed traditional design tools.

Key Questions

 Do you understand how current design and prototyping tools are failing in a multi-device, 
responsive, anything goes world?

 Do you understand the importance of designing directly in the medium of the user?
 Are you willing to learn strategic, long-term skills over proprietary software packages?

Checklist

1. If you are not fluent in the language of the web, then learn HTML and CSS. You'll never regret it. 
(HTML takes about a hour or two to learn the basics—CSS a bit longer.)

References
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You’ve reached the end of the excerpt from the full book, Designing in the Browser: A Practical, Step-

By-Step Guide to Web-Based Prototyping.

If you would like to order the full book, please see https://craigcecil.gumroad.com/l/designinbrowser

Thank you for reading!
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