Responsive Web Design [a Primer]

Excerpted from Wikipedia and edited by Robert Kraus.
Responsive Web Design (RWD) essentially indicates that a web site is crafted to use W3C CSS3 media queries with fluid proportion-based grids, to adapt the layout to the viewing environment, and probably also flexible images. As a result, users across a broad range of devices and browsers will have access to a single source of content, laid out so as to be easy to read and navigate with a minimum of resizing, panning and scrolling.

"Mobile First" and "Progressive Enhancement" (two strategies for when a new site layout is being considered) are related concepts that predated RWD: browsers of basic mobile phones do not understand media queries, so it is wise to create a basic web site then enhance it for smart phones and PCs — rather than attempt "graceful degradation" to try to degrade a complex, image-heavy site to work on the most basic mobile phones. Luke Wroblewski has summarized some of the RWD and mobile design challenges, and created a catalog of multi-device layout patterns. 

Ethan Marcotte coined the term Responsive Web Design (RWD) in his article in A List Apart. He describes the theory and practice of responsive web design in his brief book on the subject.  .net Magazine chose Responsive Design as #2 on its list of Top Web Design Trends for 2012 (Progressive Enhancement was #1), and listed 20 of Ethan Marcotte's favorite responsive sites (October 11, 2011, .net magazine). 
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Some approaches: 

· Graceful degradation? Start with assumption of high level of technology, and then include 'fixes' so that sites don't break in older environments 

· Mobile first? The limitations of these devices can help define what is most important both with regards to design and content

· Content first? Not all the information is equally valuable for desktop and mobile devices.

· Progressive enhancement? Start from a basic, working level for all technologies, and then add more advanced functionality for new environments 
Graceful degradation is the practice of building your web functionality so that it provides a certain level of user experience in more modern browsers, but it will also degrade gracefully to a lower level of user in experience in older browsers. This lower level is not as nice to use for your site visitors, but it does still provide them with the basic functionality that they came to your site to use; things do not break for them.

Progressive enhancement is similar, but it does things the other way round. You start by establishing a basic level of user experience that all browsers will be able to provide when rendering your web site, but you also build in more advanced functionality that will automatically be available to browsers that can use it.

In other words, graceful degradation starts from the status quo of complexity and tries to fix for the lesser experience whereas progressive enhancement starts from a very basic, working example and allows for constant extension for future environments.
Progressive Enhancement
Progressive enhancement is a strategy for web design that emphasizes accessibility, semantic HTML markup, and external stylesheet and scripting technologies. Progressive enhancement uses web technologies in a layered fashion that allows everyone to access the basic content and functionality of a web page, using any browser or Internet connection, while also providing an enhanced version of the page to those with more advanced browser software or better bandwidth.

The strategy is an attempt to subvert the traditional web design strategy known as "graceful degradation", wherein designers would create Web pages for the latest browsers that would also work well in older versions of browser software. Graceful degradation was supposed to allow the page to "degrade", or remain presentable even if certain technologies assumed by the design were not present, without being jarring to the user of such older software. In practice, graceful degradation has been supplanted by an attitude that the end user should "just upgrade."

Core principles
Progressive Enhancement consists of the following core principles:

· basic content should be accessible to all web browsers

· basic functionality should be accessible to all web browsers

· sparse, semantic markup contains all content

· enhanced layout is provided by externally linked CSS

· enhanced behavior is provided by unobtrusive, externally linked JavaScript

· end-user web browser preferences are respected

Benefits for accessibility
Web pages created according to the principles of PE are by their nature more accessible, because the strategy demands that basic content always be available, not obstructed by commonly unsupported or easily disabled scripting. Additionally, the sparse markup principle makes it easier for tools that read content aloud to find that content. It is unclear as to how well PE sites work with older tools designed to deal with table layouts, "tag soup," and the like.

Benefits for search engine optimization (SEO)
Improved results with respect to search engine optimization is another side effect of a PE-based Web design strategy. Because the basic content is always accessible to search engine spiders, pages built with PE methods avoid problems that may hinder search engine indexing.
