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What s all the fuss 
about style sheets?
W eb  a f f ic ia n d o s  k n o w  all a b o u t  

them. But most w e b  users h ave no 
idea w hat  they d o  and  h o w  much 

im pact  that they have. H o w ev e r ,  c a s c a d in g  

style  sheets  are  b e c o m in g  the latest 'm ust-  
h a ve '  a c c e s s o ry  for w e b s ite s .  But w h a t  are  
they, ex a c t ly  —  and w hat  do they do?

To quote from W 3 C  (the W orld W ide  W eb  
Consortium , h ttp ://w w w .w 3.org), 'C a sc a d in g  

Style  Sheets (CSS) is a s im ple  m ech an ism  for 

a d d in g  style  (for e x a m p le ,  fonts, co lo u rs ,  
spac in g)  to W e b  d o cu m e n ts .  Sty le  sheets  
d e s c r ib e  h o w  d o c u m e n ts  are  p resen ted  on 
sc re e n s ,  in print, or p erh a p s  h o w  they are  
p ro n o u n c e d .  W 3 C  has a c t iv e ly  p ro m o ted  
the use of style sheets on the w e b  s in ce  the 
C onsortium  w a s  fo unded  in 1 9 9 4 /

The intent o f  style  sheets  w a s  to m a k e  

life e a s y  for w e b s i te  d e s ig n ers  a nd  coders ,  
w ith ou t sacr i f ic in g  the abil i ty  for w e b s i te  
visitors to read w hat  w a s  d isp layed . A s im ple  
c h a n g e  to a style sheet can  a l lo w  ch ang es  to 
b e  reflected in all pa g e s  across  a site, w ith 

out having to edit e ach  page . D on 't  like the 
co lou r of the text? M odify  on e  line in a single 
do cu m en t  and have  all o f the site fo l low  suit. 
W ant to ch ang e  the a p p e a ra n c e  o f  all tables? 
M o d ify  the tab le  a p p e a r a n c e  defin it ions  in 
o n e  locat ion , and  instantly  m a k e  c h a n g e s  
ac ro ss  the board . The benefits  to des ign ers  
are indeed im m ense. But the benefits to w e b 
site users are  less c le a r  —  e s p e c ia l ly  w h e n  
designers  misuse the p o w e r  o f  CSS .

H o w  is it possib le  to m isuse  style sheets? 

Sty le  sheets  are  in tended  to b e  'b a c k w a rd s  
co m p at ib le '  and should  'g racefu lly  degrade ',  

in other w ords ,  style  sheets  sh o u ld  not b e  
relied upon to v ie w  a page .  If a visitor is not 
us ing a s tyle-sheet c a p a b le  browser, or has 
e le c te d  to turn off style  sh eet  use, then the 

p a g e  should  still be  functional .  It might not 
be pretty, but it should still w ork . Importantly, 
there is a group of users w h o  use their ow n  

cu sto m ise d  style  sheets  to assist  in read ing  
any  given page. These pe o p le  might be sight- 
im paired, for e x a m p le ,  or might b e  using a 

screen  reader to read a lo u d  the text that is 
visible. Their ow n  style sheets might conflict  

with the style sheet presented by the site, or 
render the p a g e  so  differently  that the site 
b e c o m e s  unreadable .

Here is a good  test of a w e ll-des igned  site 
that uses style sheets. First, set you r b row ser 

to N O T  use style sheets  (see b elow ) and then 
re lo ad  the p a g e  that you  w e r e  p re v io u s ly  
v ie w in g  using the site's style  sheet. Is it d if

ferent? It is b o u n d  to be, s in c e  style  sheets  
w ould  otherwise be wasted in the site design. 
But h o w  different is it? C an  you navigate  the 

site? C a n  you read the text? D o e s  the text 
o ver lap  or ap p ear  out o f  order?

Recall  that the acron ym  is 'C S S ' ,  and that

the first letter is for 'C ascad in g ' .  This indicates 

that the fu n d a m e n ta l  feature  o f  C SS  is that 

style sheets ca s c a d e ,  and that whilst  the a u 
thor o f  a p age  might prefer a particular style 

sheet, the visitor might use  som ething  alto

gether different. The b a la n c e  b etw e e n  w hat 

the des igner w ants  and w h at  the visitor actu

ally  uses rem ains in the control o f  the visitor, 

though o f  c o u rs e  m a n y  w e b s ite  visitors are 

p ro bab ly  un aw are  of h o w  style sheets can be 

turned off or for user-designated style sheets 

to override the designer 's  pre ferences.

A nd  e ve n  th ose  visitors that are  using 

vintage  brow sers  can  run into trouble.  There 

are  p lenty  o f  b ro w se rs  that s im p ly  do not 

d isp la y  C SS  in form ation  at all, and  a large 
body o f  other brow sers  that d isplay most CSS 

e le m e n ts ,  but not all —  and s o m e  d isp lay  

incorrectly . This b e c o m e s  a ver itab le  night

m are for the des igner w h o  might assu m e that 

all b row sers  render p a g e s  equa lly .  N othing 
co u ld  b e  further from the truth!

To stay out o f  trouble, test the site c a r e 
fully using all kn ow n brow sers  that are likely 

to be used by visitors to your site. Check  your 

log files to d eterm in e  this, and  if you can 't  
survey  as m any  o f  you r  visitors as  you can , 

prior to injecting C SS into the equation. Test 

your site with C SS turned off to see  how well  

it renders w ith ou t the vital information that 
might be found in your style sheet. The most 

obvious mistake is to use C SS  to position large 
chunks o f text and other e lem ents  on a given 

p age .  M e n u s  that float, m arg ins  that indent 

w ildly, and font s izes  that seem  appropriate  

for the design all fall by the w a y s id e  w h en  a 
Braille reader style sheet  is used, or if the user 

is s igh t- im paired  and  prefers to read white  

text on a black b ackground  at 2 4  points, for 

exa m p le .  CSS w a s  never intended to be used 

to rigidly  control e le m e n ts  on a page , but 
rather to e n h a n c e  the overa l l  presentation. 

The structure o f  the content a l lo w e d  both the 

designer and the visitor to be a cco m m o d a ted  

with e qua l  com fort ,  but the o n u s  is on the 

designer to ensure that the visitor gets exactly  
w hat he or she wants, if so chosen.

W ant to see  the w o rld  through different 

eyes? For N etscape users, from the drop-down 

'Edit' m enu, c h o o se  Preferences: A d v a n ce d : 

and d isab le  the 'E nab le  Style  Sheets '  c h e c k 

box. For IE users (it works better in Netscape), 

from the drop-down menu 'Tools', choose  'In
ternet O ptions '  and 'G e n e ra l '  then the button 

'A ccess ib il i ty '  and use you r o w n  style sheet 

with a blank docu m ent.  Re load  the page that 

you  are  presently  v ie w in g ,  and b e  prepared 
for a surprise. A g o o d  w eb s ite  will be usable , 

e ven  with its n e w  (albeit  sparse , no doubt) 
look. A bad w e b s ite  will b e c o m e  a tangled  

mess, with navigational e lem ents  iost to the 

top or foot of the page . ■
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