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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study presents design and branding recommendations for the University 

of New Brunswick (UNB)’s Faculty of Management (FOM), Fredericton. The literature 

review covers topics on branding, online interfaces, online branding and online education. 

The brand construct developed, is extrapolated to online education branding for various 

online education platforms like, learning management systems (LMS), learning 

destination sites (MOOCs), and university websites. Based on the premise that the online 

presence of a university can build its brand for students globally, the literature review is 

used to develop a branding benchmarking checklist. Two MOOCs (Coursera and edX), 

UNBs academic LMS (D2L), and five university websites namely, Faculty of 

Management (UNB), College of Extended Learning (CEL), Harvard Business School, 

Southern New Hampshire University (SNHU), and IE Business School are benchmarked 

to identify good practices and make recommendations. By introducing word-limits, and 

scheduling course content progressively, D2L’s interface will reduce clutter. UNB brand 

colours can also be introduced on D2L. To optimise the Google search page, the Faculty 

of Management (FOM) must create and regularly update a Wikipedia page taking cues 

from SNHU. The FOM website must adopt layout and design cues from CELs website 

and create mutually exclusive menu options. The prospective online MBA must be 

displayed on the home page like HBS, CEL and SNHU do. The online MBA must be 

primarily hosted on the FOM website, versus the CEL website. A link for the online 

MBA can be showcased on the CEL website, which links to the FOM website when 

clicked. Visual analysis and design concepts are presented in the appendix with necessary 

referencing.  
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Chapter 1. Literature Review 

1. Brand  

With the advancement of technology and acceptance of online education, 

educational institutes can use online education to build their brand image and 

marketability to prospective students (Manhas, 2011). Over the years, there have 

been a plethora of definitions of the term "brand" (Chernatony and Riley, 1998). 

The American Marketing Association (1960) defines a brand as a visual identifier, 

"name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them intended to identify 

the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from 

those of competitors." In a study measuring brand-equity, Keller and Lehmann 

(2006, p.740) describe a brand as an "asset in the financial sense." Kotler and Keller 

(2009), define a brand as a value proposition, or collection of benefits, which 

companies use to address customer needs. The prevalence of multiple brand 

definitions makes it challenging to choose a holistic brand definition (Kollat et al. 

1970).  

 

1.1 Brand Construct 

Chernatony and Riley (1998) conducted a brand definition literature review of more 

than 100 prominent articles and interviewed 20 brand experts to develop a theory of 

the brand construct to help define a brand. As a result of the content analysis of this 

literature, Chernatony and Riley (p. 436) define a brand as a "multidimensional 

construct matching a firm's functional and emotional values with the performance 

and psychosocial needs of consumers." This definition captures the brand as an 
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evolving interface between a firm's intentions and how consumers perceive it. There 

are three critical takeaways from Chernatony and Riley's (1998) definition (see 

Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: Simplified Representation of Cyclical Process of Brand 

 

1.1.1 Firm's Input 

The process of creating a brand begins with the firm. This section of the brand 

construct includes all the tangible and intangible elements that are in control by the 

firm, used to create and differentiate a brand. Elements included are the features and 

beneficial aspects intended for the brand (Letkoff-Hagiusand and Mason, 1993). 

Brand research studies (Park et al.,1986; Chernatony and McWilliam, 1989; Sheth 

et al., 1991) have also emphasized elements that add symbolic, experiential, social, 

and emotional value. These characteristics and values help the firm achieve specific 

predetermined functional and emotional values. However, the attributes and values 

set by the firm alone are insufficient to define a brand. 
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1.1.2 Consumers' Perception 

Central to the consumer-end of the brand construct is "brand image", defined by 

Dobni and Zinkhan (1990) as "largely a subjective and perceptual phenomenon that 

is formed through consumer interpretation, whether reasoned or emotional". 

Perceived value is the consumer's overall assessment of the "utility" of a brand, 

based on perceptions of what is received and what is given (Kirmani and Zeithaml, 

1993: p. 182). Consumers assess if the product (or service) aligns with their self-

image, and their performance and psychosocial needs.  

 

1.1.3 Cyclical Process 

The continuous process of monitoring the customers' perception of the brand, so the 

firm can either rectify the steps they take or reinforce the aspects that are more 

relevant to the consumers. The closer the match between the values of the brand and 

consumers' rational and emotional needs, the more successful the brand 

(Chernatony et al., 1998). The brand is constantly evolving as the firm gathers 

feedback from customers and acts upon it. 

 

1.2 Branding versus Brand 

Brands and branding are different. A brand (noun) is a marketing tool, while 

branding (verb), or the act of brand-development, is an action. “Branding is 

endowing products and services with the power of a brand” (Kotler & Keller, 2015: 

p. 275). Using Chernatony and Riley’s definition of brand, branding can be defined 

as the act of creating a multidimensional construct, which matches a firm’s 
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functional and emotional values with the performance and psychosocial needs of 

consumers.  

 

1.3 Tangible or Intangible?  

Chernatony et al. 's (1998) brand construct helps understand the basic building 

blocks of a brand. Defining the “brand” has been widely discussed and debated in 

the academic world, "Each expert comes up with his or her own definition of brand 

or nuances of the definition" (Kapferer, 2004: p. 9). Focused interviews with 20 

brand experts (Chernatony et al., 1998) showed a pattern in how a brand was 

interpreted. The brand experts' definitions covered the tangible (name, logo, visual 

features) and intangible (personality, symbolic elements, added values beyond 

functional elements) spectrum with a bias towards the intangible themes. However, 

the brand experts described tangible elements to explain why they felt (intangible) a 

certain way about a brand. While the firm's inputs can be tangible or intangible, 

how consumers experience those inputs is primarily intangible. This shows that 

brands are complex entities blending both tangible and intangible elements 

(Kapferer, 1992). 

   

1.4 Brand Identity versus Brand Image 

Nandan's (2004) exploratory study on the linkage between brand identity and brand 

image found that brand identity originates from the company, while brand image 

refers to consumer perceptions about the brand. Brand identity and brand image are 

related but distinct concepts. Brand identity is developed by the firm, while the 
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consumer perceives the brand image. From a design perspective (Wheeler et al., 

2017: p. 4), brand identity is "tangible and appeals to the senses. Brand identity 

fuels recognition amplifies differentiation, and makes big ideas and meaning 

accessible." 

 

1.5 Corporate Identity versus Corporate Image 

Organizations use corporate identity to send a verbal and visual message to the 

marketplace about their strategic positioning and to distinguish themselves from the 

competition (Wheeler, 2006). A literature review on identity-based views of the 

corporation (Balmer, 2008) found that initially, corporate identity research focused 

on visual identity characteristics of the firm. Abratt's (1989: p. 69) model, called 

"the corporate image management process," was the first attempt to show the link 

between personality, identity and image, which set the foundation for corporate 

image. This model helped distinguish between corporate identity and corporate 

image.  

 

1.6 Corporate Aesthetics Management Framework  

Schmitt et al. 's (1995) Corporate Aesthetics Management framework provides a 

systematic, comprehensive and strategic method to extend a firm's corporate 

identity. The study focused on the visual characteristics of the brand and proposed 

four stages.  
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1.6.1 Situation Analysis 

The first step is to list and analyze every existing aspect of a company’s image 

related elements. The four broad categories for a company’s visual image-related 

elements are described as 4 Ps;  

1. Properties: Physical assets of a firm, for example, corporate building, 

manufacturing plant, showrooms, etc. 

2. Products: Goods or services produced by a firm. 

3. Presentations: Immediate objects that present the firm like packaging, labelling, the 

attire of sales personnel. 

4. Publications: Printed and broadcast information (ads, brochures, catalogue, 

stationery etc). This also extends to website design, social media platforms, etc.   

 
The situation analysis has four sub-stages. These are:  

1. The four-P elements are identified and categorized based on Properties, Products, 

Presentations, and Publications. 

2. Identify potential gaps between the corporate expression (or visual elements, 

company inputs) and corporate impression (or corporate image, or customer 

perception).  

3. Competitive analysis to identify gaps between customers’ impressions of the firm 

and customers’ impressions of the competitors. The competitive analysis is also 

meant to act as a benchmarking tool, ‘competition’ is defined as ‘aesthetic 

competition’, meaning those ‘best-practice’ firms that compete with the company in 

terms of the quality of their aesthetic identity.  
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4. Assess the degree of consistency in visual elements across the 4 Ps. 

 

1.6.2 Designing the Aesthetics Strategy 

At this stage, management must design a strategy for an aesthetic corporate image 

which gives the firm some competitive advantage. The aesthetic styles and themes 

created must align with the company’s mission, values, and culture while being 

appropriate for stakeholders including customers, employees, investors and the 

general public. Schmitt et al. (1995) define “style” as the constant form comprising: 

1. Primary Attributes 

2. Level of Complexity (example minimalism versus ornamentalism) 

3. Type of Representation (example realism versus abstraction) 

 

Aesthetic “themes” help “express the company’s values and central positioning. 

They are used strategically to support other forms of corporate communications and 

output. They infuse meaning into styles. Themes represent complex impressions 

and come in many varieties.” (Schmitt et al., 1995). Together, aesthetic themes and 

styles are used to create an overall aesthetic impression. The themes and styles 

inventory is synonymous with what one would categorize as a company’s visual 

brand guidelines.   

 

1.6.3 Building the Collection of Design Elements 

At this stage design elements are selected which align with the chosen strategy. 

This involves choosing the colour palette, designing the logo, creating the signage 
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and place of statements, usually created by graphic design experts. In addition to 

creating the design elements, this stage also involves defining the tasks and 

responsibilities for each department, and the rules for communication channels in 

order to implement this change.  

 

1.6.4 Aesthetics Quality Control 

The final stage of the Corporate Aesthetics Management Framework is to monitor, 

track, and adjust and the company’s aesthetics with the objective of continuous 

improvement. This process (similar to the cyclical process in the brand construct) 

helps fine-tune how the company’s image aligns with the company’s identity. This 

stage also accounts for adapting the company’s aesthetics to changing cultural 

trends, demographics, etc. This is a research-oriented quality control tool to help 

update or upgrade a company’s existing aesthetics. 

 

1.7 Visual Brand Identity 

Visual elements have surpassed verbal elements as effective brand communicators 

(McQuarrie and Phillips 2008). As a result, brand communication has become more 

and more visual over time (Salzer-Morling and Strannegard, 2004). A qualitative 

study conducted by Barbara et al. (2014: p. 318) found that brand designers defined 

visual brand identity "as the holistic look and feel of a brand, manifest as 

consistency among the brand, its strategy, and all its individual visual elements, 

ongoing over time." This aligns with Chernatony and Riley’s (1998: p. 436) 

definition of a brand. There are three components (1) “holistic 
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look...strategy...visual elements” which are the firm’s inputs, (2) “feel of a brand” 

which is how the consumer perceives the visual elements of the brand and (3) 

“ongoing over time” which corresponds with the cyclical process of the brand. 

 

1.7.1 Visual Brand Identity Elements  

Visual brand elements help consumers identify a product quickly (Kotler & Keller, 

2009). These elements of a brand define the look of a feel. Visual elements, which 

make up the visual identity of a brand, trigger perceptions and unlocks associations 

with a brand (Wheeler et al., 2017). For example, the tri-star logo of Mercedes 

helps identify their cars with luxury and performance, or the Volvo car logo with 

safety.  The science of perception has found that the brain acknowledges and 

remembers shapes first, colours second and text third (Wheeler et al., 2017). Brand 

designers (Barbara et al., 2014) identified the following visual brand elements of 

primary importance: 

 

1.7.1.1 Logo 

Symbols and shapes that help identify and differentiate a brand. There are different 

types of logos. 

1. Wordmarks: A freestanding acronym, company name or product name which 

identifies as a logo. For example, Google, Nokia, MoMA and FedEx.  

2. Letterforms: A unique design using one or more letterforms acting as a logo for a 

company. For example, McDonalds’ golden M, Unilever, Tesla. 
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3. Pictorial marks: An immediately recognizable literal image that has been 

simplified and stylized. For example, Apple, Twitter, Lacoste. 

4. Emblem: A mark in which the company name is connected to a pictorial element or 

form. For example, Uniqlo, Ikea, KIND. 

 

1.7.1.2 Typography 

The typeface families that a company uses consistently across its platforms and 

communication channels. For example, Calibri Heading, Calibri Body, Calibri 

Light, etc. The typeface is not necessarily the font used in a logotype.  

 

1.7.1.3 Colour 

Consumers associate certain brands with certain colours. For example, Ferrari with 

red, Cadbury with purple (Grimes and Doole, 1998). Colours can trigger emotions 

and evoke brand association (Wheeler, et al., 2017).  

 

1.7.1.4 Name 

Brands can be identified by their names. Many brands have their names displayed 

on their products. It helps facilitate brand extensions. For example, Samsung 

phones, Samsung tablets, Samsung Laptops all have the “Samsung” name on the 

products. 
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1.7.1.5 Layout 

This defines the placement of name, logo, text and images to provide for a 

consistent overall look and feel. It determines the space between the visual brand 

elements to create an identity as a whole. For example, Absolute Vodka ads can be 

easily recognized by the layout of their ads. 

 

1.7.2 C.R.A.P. Principles of Graphic Design   

Four commonly used graphic design principles laid out by Robin Williams (2008) 

are contrast, repetition, alignment, and proximity (C.R.A.P.). The C.R.A.P. 

principles are a useful design guide for visual brand elements in a range of 

deliverables including Ads, Websites, Resumes, Term papers, PowerPoint 

presentations, Spreadsheets, Graphs, etc. 

 

1.7.2.1 Contrast 

Contrast is a useful mechanism to draw readers’ attention to the most important 

points. Four ways to achieve contrast are explained. 

1. Contrast through Visual Weight: This happens by creating a focal point and then 

leading the reader’s eye around the page. The largest item on the page grabs the 

readers’ attention first, and the eye traces information provided in descending order 

of weights.  

2. Contrast with Fonts through Type Design: Choosing a font that has good contrast 

with its background makes it easier to read the text. For example, black text on a 

white background. 



 

     12 

3. Contrast by using Serif or Sans Serif Fonts: Two main categories of fonts are 

serif and san serif. Serifs have ornamental strokes, while san-serif fonts are without 

them. For example, Times New Roman is a Serif Font and Calibri is a San Serif 

font. 

4. Contrast with Fills and Outlines: A fill is the colour, gradient, or pattern the 

occupies the inside of a drawn object. An outline is the colour, gradient, or pattern 

that borders the drawn object.  

 

1.7.2.2 Repetition with Colour 

Repetition helps reinforce images, text and objects together. For example, we can 

identify players in a team since their uniforms repeat the colour, font, and other 

design elements. 

 

1.7.2.3 Alignment  

Uniform alignment of text and other visual elements with margins shows 

organization, polish and strength. For example, left-aligned text headings with 

indented paragraphs. 

  

1.7.2.4 Proximity 

This helps create relationships within objects in an image. Placing objects close 

together (in proximity) shows that those objects are connected. For example, 

captions placed near photographs show that the caption is describing what it is near. 
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1.7.3 Transfer of Visual Brand Identity  

When consumers search out, shop for, and use brands, they are exposed to specific 

brand-related stimuli such as logos, colours, shapes, typefaces, characters, styles, 

and other elements, which form the face of the brand and identify it (Barbara et al., 

2014). Studies on the visual brand representations have typically focussed on how a 

single visual element can positively influence a brand. Some examples are studies 

which identified the factors that increase the liking of logos (Henderson and Cote, 

1998), colours (Gorn, et al., 1997), typography (McCarthy and Mothersbaugh, 

2002), and product shapes (Veryzer and Hutchinson, 1998). While many visual 

brand elements have been studied in previous research, they usually have been 

studied in a piecemeal fashion in isolation from other brand elements (Burmann, 

Hegner, & Riley, 2009). But how do these elements combine to achieve some 

desired meaning? How do brand designers transfer existing visual brand identity 

across a company’s products, ads, brochures, web pages, and other communication 

channels?  

 

The qualitative study (Barbara et al., 2014) involved focused interviews with 15 

brand designers. Excerpts from the interviews found that companies were most 

rigid about their logo, in terms of design and placement. In contrast, typography, 

colour, and spacing were key visual elements that brand designers had some degree 

of control in efforts to express the visual identity of the brand. Nearly all the brand 

designers in this study found that they would retain many of the existing visual 

elements of their clients while creating something new. This depended on how 
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strong the client's visual brand identity was versus how rigid they were with their 

brand guidelines. (See Figure 2) The four quadrants in Figure 2 are explained. From 

a brand designer’s perspective, this framework shows (1) how many existing 

elements are transferred to new campaigns and (2) the emotional response brand 

designers have toward their completed work for the brand. 

  

Figure 2. Alternative routes for transferring existing visual brand identity (VBI). 
 

1.7.3.1 Brand as an Icon 

Brand designers carry forward more visual elements from iconic brands and make 

fewer changes to an iconic brand. A majority of the existing visual elements are 

retained while incorporating minor changes that do not take away from the iconic 

brand. In this scenario, the brand designer perceives the brand positively as an icon. 

 

1.7.3.2 Brand as a Springboard 

Brand designers have room to bring forward visual elements they feel will align 

with the firm’s existing visual brand identity. This can be challenging because 



 

     15 

brand designers need to express the firm’s strong identity in a different yet 

recognizable manner. Brand designers perceive the brand positively as a 

springboard for their own creativity. 

 

1.7.3.3 Brand as Clay 

When a company’s visual brand identity is weak with few mandatories, brand 

designers perceive the brand positively as an unmoulded piece of clay. With clay 

brands, designers can choose visual elements they feel will create a strategic 

identity. Thus, personal taste preferences play a strong role.  

 

1.7.3.4 Brand as Handcuffs 

When visual brand identity is perceived by art directors as weak, but the client 

mandates most of the visual elements, brand designers perceive the brand 

negatively as handcuffs. This results in a forced creative process and brand 

designers produce work they are not proud of. 

 

2. The Online Interface 

While many researchers have opined that the technological revolution has not 

changed the principles of branding much (Clen, 2001; Clauster, 2001), 

understanding how consumers interact with an online interface is necessary to 

develop the online brand construct. The marketing literature views online brands as 

augmented products or services that meet specific customer needs through 

interaction in a computer-mediated environment (Hoffman and Novak, 2009). 
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According to Steinhoff et al. (2018), the internet has advanced from allowing 

companies to display information for read-only purposes to an era of artificial 

intelligence and augmented reality. Internet and related technologies have 

dramatically changed the landscape of branding. In a physical store, customers can 

use all five senses: see, touch, smell, taste and try out a brand. Online brands lack 

this physical presence but still have the possibility to create a virtual brand 

experience through audio, video, games or communities (Cleff et al., 2018).  

The online or web interface is defined as the interaction between a user and 

software running on a Web server. The user interface is the Web browser and the 

Web page it downloaded and rendered (PCMAG.com). Online interface users 

interact with a large number of navigational links, labels, icons, symbols, short 

texts, thumbnails, command buttons, or images (Islam and Islam, 2016). These 

elements of a web user interface, commonly referred to as user interface, are called 

“interface signs”. To understand how web users interact with an online interface 

using interface signs, it is useful to begin with human computer interaction. 

 

2.1 Human Computer Interaction 

Human-Computer Interaction comprises three significant parts within the 

framework: the user, the computer, and the interaction. It indicates the ways 

humans and computers work together to achieve goals (Thuseethan and Kuhanesan, 

2015). The “interaction” component takes place between humans and computers 

(see Figure 3). Humans interact with other humans through speech, body gestures, 

emotions and expressions. The non-cognitive properties of a computer system are 
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essential to consider because humans tend to respond to a computer in the same 

ways as they react to the practical world (Reeves & Nass, 1996).  

 

 
Figure 3: Three components of Human Computer Interaction 
 

Human-computer interaction is a broad discipline that predates user interface design 

and user experience design as the very first way programmers sought to make the 

early desktop computers more user-friendly. Over the decades, human-computer 

interaction has become a web of interconnected fields, spanning graphic arts and 

design, engineering, anthropology, psychology, ergonomics, and more (Upwork, 

2019). Human-computer interaction is further divided into two components, (1) the 

user interface design that defines how usable the interface is, and (2) user 

experience that results from humans interacting with the computer through the 

interface.  

 

2.2 User Interface Design 

The Software Ergonomics Standards (ISO 14915-1:2002) describes user interfaces 

for applications that incorporate, integrate and synchronize static media (example 

text, graphics or images) and dynamic media (example audio, animation, video or 
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media related to other sensory modalities). Applications, dynamic or static, are 

often visually depicted as metaphors for the function it serves on the application. In 

1984, the first operating system of Apple was launched on a graphical interface 

reproduced the office environment to simulate everyday office interaction, like 

moving a file, or throwing stuff and garbage away. With the revolution of the 

internet, the metaphorical approach and visual language have extended to the 

website and other internet page design elements (Bollini, 2017). The effectiveness 

and efficiency of a user-interface can be tested quantitatively, but satisfaction, 

which is determined by the design of the interface is evaluated qualitatively.   

 

Theo Mandel (1997) provided three general principles of user interface design that 

address each of the critical components of the “Look and Feel” of interfaces, 

namely, presentation, interaction, and object relationships. Mandel’s three golden 

rules of user interface design are applicable across all computer hardware and 

software environments. These rules also apply to all interface types and styles. 

 
2.2.1 Three Golden Rules of User Interface Design, (Mandel, 1997) 
 

1. Place Users in Control  

An interface must be designed to keep the user in control. This is explained using a 

simple analogy of a user driving a car or a train (See Table 1). 

Table 1: Difference between driving a car and driving a train 

User in a Car User in a Train 

Controls destination, navigation, and 
directions. 

Has no control over destination, navigation 
or directions. 
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Needs to learn some skills to 
successfully drive a car. 

Does not need any prior skills to drive the 
train. The train forces drivers to be 
passengers. 

Must know where they want to go. Does not need to know how to get there, the 
train will take them. 

Is an active participant. Is a passive participant. 

 

Some principles that allow users to be in control are: 

a) Define Interaction Modes: An interaction mode is the current state of the 

interface. For example, the interaction mode on the Google Search homepage 

primarily allows a user to type in keywords to do an online search, and the page 

does not scroll. However, the search results page allows the user to scroll through 

all the pulled up search items as well as enter keywords for further search.  

b) Flexibility in Interaction: Some users may be more comfortable with using 

keyboard shortcuts, while some may prefer to use a mouse to navigate. Interfaces 

should accommodate both types of users.  

c) Allow Users to Change Focus: Software interfaces should allow users to interrupt 

their current actions or tasks and either continue later or save them in the current 

state. For example, when shutting Google Chrome without closing the individual 

tabs, users have the option of Google Chrome reopening the closed tabs whenever 

opened next.  

d) Display Descriptive Messages or Text: All text on the interface should be easy to 

understand rather than a system or developer language or prompts.  

e) Provide Immediate and Reversible Actions and Feedback: For example, by 

typing, ctrl+Z or Command+Z, one can undo the deletion of text or objects. When 
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deleting a file permanently, systems inform users if an action cannot be undone and 

allow them to choose alternative actions, if possible. 

f) Provide Meaningful Paths and Exits: To allow users to navigate easily through an 

interface, toolbars, launch pads, button bars, dashboards, and taskbars help users 

navigate through the operating system and their hard disk, in search of programs 

and data. 

g) Accommodate Users with Different Skill Levels: Providing both keyboard and 

mouse interfaces offers users flexibility and allows users of different skill levels or 

physical handicaps to use input devices in whatever ways they feel comfortable. 

h) Make the User Interface Transparent: By giving users work objects rather than 

system objects, interfaces can be made more transparent. Icons used as “metaphors” 

allow users to focus on the tasks they want to do using these objects rather than the 

underlying system functions performed by these objects. For example, by dropping 

a file over the trash can in Apple IOS users know they are discarding the file 

i) Allow Users to Customize the Interface: Users should be able to customize 

information presentation (colours, fonts, location, arrangement, view types), 

interface behaviour (default actions, macros, buttons), and interaction techniques 

(keystrokes, shortcut keys, mnemonics, mouse button mappings). Users feel 

comfortable and in control of the interface if they can personalize it. 

j) Allow Users to Manipulate Interface Objects Directly: For example, files should 

be draggable, droppable and openable, buttons should be clickable, and windows 

should be expandable. 

 



 

     21 

2. Reduce the User’s Memory Load  

Since users find it difficult to remember things, interfaces should be designed 

keeping this in mind. Some principles that allow users to reduce memory load are: 

a) Relieve Short-Term Memory: When users are involved in complex tasks, the 

demand for short-term memory can be significant. The interface should be designed 

to reduce the requirement to remember past actions and results. For example, 

program elements such as undo and redo, and clipboard actions like cut, copy, and 

paste, allow users to manipulate pieces of information needed in multiple places and 

within a particular task. 

b) Rely on Recognition, not Recall: This can be accomplished by providing visual 

cues that enable a user to recognize past actions, rather than having to recall them. 

For example, it is easier to browse a list to select an item rather than trying to 

remember the correct item to type into a blank entry field. 

c) Provide Visual Cues: Whenever users are in a mode or are performing actions with 

the mouse, there should be some visual indication somewhere on the screen that 

they are in that mode. For example, when browsing through a PDF, the mouse 

cursor can be an arrow, which means one can select text or can appear like a hand, 

which means one grab the page to scroll. 

d) Provide Defaults, Undo, and Redo: The initial set of defaults should make sense 

for the average user, but a user should be able to specify individual preferences. 

However, a reset option should be available, enabling the redefinition of original 

default values.  
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e) Define Intuitive Shortcuts: When mnemonics can accomplish a system function 

(e.g., ctrl-P to invoke the print function, or ctrl-C for copy function), the mnemonic 

should tie to the action in a way that is easy to remember (e.g., the first letter of the 

task to be invoked). Defining shortcuts by following industry standards is useful. 

f) Use Real-World Metaphors: It enables the user to rely on well-understood visual 

cues, rather than memorizing an interaction sequence. For example, the chain-link 

visual generally denotes adding a link or the printer icon for sending a file for 

print.   

g) Progressively Disclose Information: Users should not be overwhelmed by what 

they can do in a product. It is not necessary to show users all of the functions the 

product offers. For example, on Apple IOS, the dock provides access to commonly 

used and opened programs. It does provide all the files and functions available to 

the user on the system. 

h) Promote Visual Clarity: Visual design principles can organize and prioritize 

information and visuals. For example, title font sizes are made larger than the body 

font size, and image captions are in proximity to the visual. For example, websites 

present their navigation bars on top, so users can navigate pages on the website 

without having to look for it.   

 

3. Make the Interface Consistent  

One of the significant benefits of consistency is that users can transfer their 

knowledge and learning to a new program if it is consistent with other programs 

they already use. Some principles that allow interface consistency are: 
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a) Maintain Consistency Within and Across Products: An essential aspect of an 

interface is to enable users to learn general concepts about systems and products 

and then apply what they have learned to new situations in different programs or 

different parts of the system. This consistency applies at three levels: presentation, 

behaviour, and interaction techniques. 

i) Presentation Consistency: Users should see information and objects in the same 

logical, visual, or physical way throughout the product. If information users cannot 

change (static text) is in blue on one screen, then static text on all other screens 

should also be presented in blue. 

ii) Behaviour Consistency: The way an object works is the same everywhere. The 

behaviour of interface controls such as buttons, lists, and menu items should not 

change within or between programs. 

iii) Interaction Consistency: The same shortcut keys should work in similar programs. 

Mouse techniques should produce the same results anywhere in the interface. 

Keyboard mnemonics should not change for the same menus from program to 

program. Users expect the same results when they interact the same way with 

different objects. For example, Command Q in IOS computers is a standard 

keyboard shortcut for shutting down any application. Mouse right-click in Windows 

systems pulls up additional functions applicable to the select object or text. 

b) Sustain the Context of Users’ Tasks: Users should have points of reference as 

they navigate through a product interface. Window titles, navigation maps and 

trees, and other visual aids give users a quick, dynamic view of where they are and 

where they have been.  
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2.3 User Experience 

User experience is considered a fundamental quality of interactive products and is 

of growing interest in both academia and industry. The Ergonomics of Human-

system Interaction (ISO 9241-11:2018:, 3.1.7) defines user experience as ‘‘a 

person’s perceptions and responses that result from the use and/or anticipated use of 

a product, system, or service’’. One definition of user experience is the encounters a 

user has while interacting with products, systems, and services. It is ubiquitous, 

omnipresent, and dynamic, referring to the non-quantifiable, subjective, affective-

based, and context-dependent processes (Chou, 2018).  

Chou’s (2018) study presents a quantitative psychometric user experience model 

using three primary constructs (see Table 2). Law and van Schaik (2010) described 

how user experience needs to be self-reported since it is a personal and experiential 

quality. Due to its subjective nature, questions can help measure user experiences to 

test if a user interface design is valid or not.  

 

Table 2: User Experience Key Defining Factors, (Chou, 2018) 

S.No Construct Dimension Description of 

Question  

1. General 

impression 

toward the 

interface 

Attractiveness Do users like or dislike 

the interface? 

2. Pragmatic quality Perspicuity Is it easy to understand 
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how to use the interface? 

Is it easy to get familiar 

with the interface? 

Efficiency Is it possible to use the 

interface quickly and 

efficiently? 

Does the user interface 

look organized? 

Dependability Does the user feel in 

control of the 

interaction? 

Is the interaction with the 

interface secure and 

predictable? 

3. Hedonic quality Stimulation Is it interesting and 

exciting to use the 

interface? 

Does the user feel 

motivated to use the 

interface again? 

Novelty Is the design of the 

interface innovative and 

creative? 

Does the interface grab 

the user’s attention? 
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3. Online Branding 

Online or internet brands, for example, Google or Amazon.com, have grown to 

become household names with market values that place them in the top 100 world's 

most valuable brands (Morgan et al., 2013). Like brands, there are several 

definitions of "online branding." Chaffey (2008) defines online branding as online 

channels that are used to support brands. Wallace (2010), defines online branding as 

a brand management technique that uses the internet as a medium for positioning a 

brand in the marketplace.  

Studies have found that how brands are experienced online depends on how humans 

interact with the computer-mediated environment (Perks, 2005), or online interface. 

Online consumers are more likely to use a good website that offers a positive 

experience than to use a website that offers the same products, services, or 

information, without a good user experience. A good website is one that delivers 

relevant and well-organized information in an engaging manner (Chen and Wells, 

1999). This means that a well-designed online interface can enhance the overall 

online brand experience. Online branding is explained using the online brand 

construct.  

 

3.1 Online Brand Construct 

Similar to Chernatony’s (1998) brand construct, Rowley’s (2004) online brand 

creation strategy has three parts (1) the content presented on a website, functionality 

of the website and overall look, all in control of the firm (2) the online experience 
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of the website user, and (3) reviewing, evolving and protecting the online brand by 

evaluating feedback from the user. Figure 4 combines Rowley’s (2004) online 

brand creation theory, Chernatony’s brand construct, and the components of 

human-computer interaction, to show the cyclical process of the online brand.  

 

 

Figure 4: Cyclical Process of an Online Brand 

 

3.1.1 Firm’s Input: User Interface Design and Brand Content 

The firm has control over how a brand is displayed on an online interface, or 

webpage. The firm will combine the brand content and a user interface design to 

create an online brand. For example, Nike will choose the brand content (for 

example, text describing the products, images or videos of the product, athletes, 

colors, etc) and the user interface design of the web page or website comprising 

intuitive web interface signs (Islam and Islam, 2016). The firm’s inputs are all 

viewed online on a device which can connect to the internet. 
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3.1.2 Consumers’ Perceptions: Online Brand User Experience (Rowley, 2004) 

The internet has changed the dynamic between the organization and its customers in 

many ways. These changes influence the experience of brands online. The online 

brand experience is subjective and resides with the user (human). Some important 

factors that influence the online brand experience are: 

 

1. Customers have More Control: Customers have moved from being passive 

receivers of information to proactive prosumers, who can take the initiative to 

gather information about a company. Organizations seek permission to market their 

material to customers, for example, seeking approval before sending a direct email 

to a customer. In comparison to unsolicited ad flyers in the mailbox, shows that 

consumers have more control online. 

 

2. Using Data to Customize: Organizations can gather information about customers 

based on their preferences and search keywords. As a result, companies can 

customize and target material to smaller groups. This means that how a brand is 

experienced can be diverse, and lead to a brand meaning different things to different 

target groups. 

 

3. A Self-Serve Medium: Some elements of the service experience of a website are in 

control of an organization, but how the customer interacts and experiences the 

website depends on the customer. For example, a customer who does not use 
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effective search keywords could be less satisfied with the overall experience 

compared to a customer who has practical searching skills. 

 

4. Service Orientation: Many organizations are using the internet to convert products 

into service experiences. For example, Amazon.com is an online marketplace that 

also provides additional information like product reviews, ratings. The term info 

brand describes brands that blur the boundary between information and promotion. 

 

5. Information Rich: The online contexts tend to be information-rich, dynamic, 

crowded market spaces characterized by excessive information flow and an 

emphasis on technological innovation (Helm, 2007, Simmons, 2008, Wu et al., 

2004) customers can be overloaded with information and find it challenging to 

identify key differentiating factors. 

 

6. Online Experience Influences Brand: The website is considered a powerful 

medium in forming and sustaining a positive attitude towards a brand and its 

products (Chaffey, et al. 2006). Online brand experience captures the individual's 

internal subjective response to contact with an online brand (Thomas and 

Veloutsou, 2013). Results from the study showed that online brand experiences 

depend on the perceptions of the usefulness of the brand, trust and indirectly, on its 

reputation. Positive experiences lead to satisfaction, behavioural intentions and, in 

turn, to emotional ties with the brand.  
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7. Brand Influences Online Experience: Song et al. (2010) found that repeated 

interactions between an online brand and its users are the critical asset underlying 

this success. Brand reputation is a crucial antecedent of trust and perceived ease of 

use. In the context of technology research, brand reputation and image exert a 

strong influence on the perceived value and usefulness of technology (Venkatesh & 

Davis, 2000).  

 

3.1.3 Cyclical Process of the Online Brand 

The continuous process of monitoring the online customers' perception of the brand, 

so the firm can either rectify the steps they take or reinforce the aspects that are 

more relevant to the consumers. The online brand is constantly evolving as the firm 

gathers feedback from customers and acts upon it. 

 

3.2 Online Brand Elements 

There is some overlap in the visual brand elements listed, and Rowley's (2004) 

proposed online brand elements. The overlapping brand elements are logo, 

graphics, text and copy, shapes and layout. The brand elements unique to the 

internet are:  

1. Currency and News 

Currency helps to communicate a live and dynamic website. Currency is especially 

relevant to those websites that promote themselves as delivering the latest 

information or news, as well as those sites that enjoy regular visits. Some examples 
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of websites where the currency is crucial are news websites, online weather 

channels and e-commerce websites. 

 

2. User Interface Design Elements 

Includes the features and functions of the website that take users beyond the home 

page and its initial impact. The website experience helps build the brand 

experience. Some examples of interface design elements include navigation buttons, 

menu options, website functionality including email, chat rooms, payment options, 

social media, special offers and community. Rive (2019) provides a comprehensive 

list of 32 user interface elements which fall into one of the following four 

categories: 

a) Input Controls allow users to input information into the system. 

b) Navigation Components help users move around a product or website. 

c) Informational Components share information with users. 

d) Containers hold related content together. 

 

According to Peirce (1931), each interface element should have its own triadic 

relation that consists of (1) the look, (2) the meaning or underlying functionality, 

and (3) the meaning generated in the mind of the user. Based on this, the key 

criteria to consider anything as an interface element are (1) it should stand for 

something else, and (2) it should be interpreted by someone (Islam and Islam 2016). 

According to Islam and Bouwman (2015), an intuitive user interface element must 

be transparent, and reflect the actual content to meet the expectations of users to go 
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directly to the content that is essential to them. 

 

3.3 Opportunities and Challenges of Online Branding 

Given the overlaps between online branding and traditional branding, there are 

some unique opportunities and challenges the internet poses to online branding 

(Rowley, 2014). 

 
1. Message Capacity of Web Pages: Web pages must meet several goals, for 

example, presenting the company's message and information, organizing its visual 

brand elements, and presenting this in a manner that can allow for intuitive 

navigation across the website. Also, based on individual users' technology and web 

capability, web pages need to be designed to accommodate different generations of 

technology. This includes variation in download speeds, graphic capabilities, screen 

resolution, types of browser and operating system.  

 

2. Brands as Search Keys: Ward and Lee (2000) found that consumers used brand 

names as substitutes for product information while making online purchases. Thus, 

a unique brand name, integrated with its domain name, can reinforce brand 

familiarity. Search engine optimization and search engine management determine 

how quickly a brand name shows up in a search engine. (Shih et al., 2013) While 

the logo and visual recollection of a brand are quick, search engines primarily use 

words as inputs. 
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3. Integrated Communication across Channels: Firms with an offline presence 

want to create the same experience for users online. They want to maintain the same 

credibility in a new format. One perspective is to integrate messages, but 

differentiate the experience online and offline. For example, Sony used its brick-

and-mortar stores to let customers experience their products, but not buy them. 

Sony customers used the website to make transactions and gather factual 

information about the products.  

 

4. Globalization: Websites being globally accessible makes websites accessible by 

not just the targeted market or user. While branding may be global, preferences are 

local. The general issue is that the actual audience for online brands is less 

predictable and more diverse.   

 

 

4. Online Education 

Online education learning is synonymous with distance learning, e-learning, and 

web-based learning. In online education, teaching content delivered via the internet 

through audio, video, image, text and animation. In this learning option, students 

can learn remotely, do not have to attend class at a specific time and are not face-to-

face with a teacher (Manhas, 2011). Online learning is a form of distance learning-

formal study in which teachers and learners are separated in time and space (Smith 

& Blomeyer, 2005). The Web becomes a virtual learning space where knowledge is 

shared and collaboration happens, not only between those who are geographically 
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dispersed, but also among those who work on similar ideas at different times and 

contribute to that knowledge creation. (Scagnoli, 2005).  

The United States National Center for Education Statistics monitors the number of 

students engaged in distance learning annually. In 2019, about 5.4 million students, 

or 25.8 percent of the college student population, took at least one online class. This 

shows that online learning has gained popularity in many universities in recent 

years. Does having an online presence influence the educational institute’s brand? 

 

4.1 Online Education Branding 
 
Academic leaders believe that offering online courses or programs will increase 

visibility of the institution, drive student recruitment and allow innovative pedagogy 

(Wu, 2016). Like brands that use their online presence as touch points with their 

customers (Cleff et al., 2018), online learning programs help grow an education 

institution’s presence as a global brand for students around the world (Manhas, 

2011). Applying the online brand construct (Chernatony, 1998 and Rowley, 2004) 

and human-computer interaction theory, the online education brand creation 

strategy has three parts (1) the learning content presented online, functionality and 

overall look of the online learning interface, all in control of the educational 

institute (2) the online learning experience of the student using the online learning 

interface, and (3) reviewing, evolving and protecting the online education brand by 

evaluating feedback from the student and other relevant stakeholders. Figure 5 

presents a simplified representation of the cyclical process of the online education 

brand. 
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Figure 5: Simplified Representation of Cyclical Process of the Online Education Brand 
 

4.1.1 Education Institute’s Input: Online Interface Design & Learning Content 

The process of creating an online education brand begins with the educational 

institute, that defines the learning content and the online learning interface design. 

The learning content includes the course material, and the online learning interface 

design is the overall look and feel, and functionality of the online learning platform 

(see Section 4.2). The education institute’s inputs are all viewed online on a device 

which can connect to the internet. 

 

4.1.2 Students’ Perceptions: Online Learner Experience 
The internet has changed the dynamic between educational institutes and learners 

who interact over an online interface. These changes influence the experience of 

education online. The online learning experience is subjective and resides with the 
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student (human). There is considerable overlap between the factors that influence 

online learner experiences and online brand experiences (see Section 3.1b).  

4.1.3 Cyclical Process 
The continuous process of monitoring the students' perception of the online 

education brand, so the education institute can either rectify the steps it takes or 

reinforce the aspects that are more relevant to the students. The closer the match, 

the more successful the online education brand.  

 

4.2 Online Learning Platforms 

Piotrowski (2010) analyzed the multiple definitions of online learning platforms 

and defines it as the software that provides the technical infrastructure on which e-

learning activities can take place. From a human computer interaction perspective 

(see Figure 5), online learning platforms are “human-computer-human” interactions 

where instructors (human) interact with students (human) through an computer-

mediated online interface (computer).  
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Figure 5: Human-computer interaction in online learning platforms 

 

The online learning platform has two broad functions (Thuseethan et al., 2015), (1) 

supporting the learning process and (2) supporting the teaching process. Online 

learning platforms support the students to gather and expand their knowledge in 

classrooms while teachers define tasks for students to work. Thuseethan, et al. 

(2015) found that a key success factor for students was found to be input efficiency. 

However, for teachers, output efficiency was found to be critical (see Figure 5). 

There are different types of online learning platforms (Whittemore, 2019), (1) 

learning management systems, (2) learning destination sites, and (3) custom built 

platforms.  

 

4.2.1 Learning Management Systems (LMS) 
 
One of the most significant developments in the use of information technology in 

universities has been the adoption of learning management systems to support the 

teaching and learning process (McGill, et al. 2009). Foreman (2018: p. 13), defines 
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an LMS as “a multi-user software application, usually accessed through a web 

browser. It helps organizations manage training events, self-paced courses, and 

blended learning programs. It provides automation that replaces rigorous and 

expensive manual work, saves time, and enables organization of content, data, and 

learners. It tracks and reports on training activity and results.” 

4.2.1.1 Academic LMS Features (Foreman, 2018) 

An academic LMS is a system for developing, managing, and delivering learning 

content in the context of an online classroom that replaces or augments a physical 

classroom. Courses often span a semester and allow students to learn remotely 

online. 

 

1. User Management Features: The user management features of an academic LMS 

include user account creation, authentication, user profiles, and roles and 

permissions. Course instructors have primary access to the user management 

features. Instructors create the student accounts manually, and have full permissions 

to manage the classes they teach and can assign specific permissions to students.  

 

2. Course Management Features: Focused on the way courses are taught in 

academic environments and includes features to: 

a) Lessons and Assignments: Lessons include presentations, assignments, quizzes, 

and other materials and activities. Lessons are created from scratch or instructors 

can import a copy of a lesson or assignment from another class and then modify it. 

Instructions and a due date for any number of assignments, along with materials 
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students need to complete each assignment. Instructors can configure the system to 

send email reminders to students automatically when assignment due dates are 

approaching or past due. Ability to view and grade the work students turn in. 

Students can view assignment instructions and download the materials. After 

completing an assignment, students can turn in their work by uploading documents 

to the system. 

b) Syllabus, Learning Goals, and Schedule: Instructors can publish a course 

syllabus, the learning objectives or goals for the course, and a course schedule. 

Students can view this information before registering and any time after registering 

for the course. The course schedule is particularly useful to set students’ 

expectations and allocate sufficient time for assignments, study, and other 

coursework. 

c) Surveys, Quizzes, and Polls: Instructors can provide interactive activities such as 

surveys, quizzes, and polls. Instructors can design a variety of assessment types. 

d) Multimedia Course Materials: Instructors can upload instructional materials in a 

wide variety of formats, such as text, images, audio, and video. Instructors can tag 

materials with descriptive information and have the option to share specific 

materials with other instructors. 

e) Web Conferencing: Web conferencing allows an instructor and the students to 

access a common URL, sign in, and participate in an online group session. An 

instructor can share a screen with students or allow a student to share their screen 

with the rest of the class. Typically, mouse and keyboard control resides with the 
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person whose screen is being shared. Audio communication for the web conference 

can occur over the phone, the Internet, or both. 

f) Instant Messaging: Send instructor-student messages and messages among 

students. An instructor can send a message to the entire class, or individually to a 

particular student. 

g) Multimedia Feedback: Send multimedia feedback—audio, video, and text—from 

the instructor to each student.  

h) Discussion Boards: Students and instructors can post and reply to multimedia 

discussion topics. Students can choose to follow a discussion.  

i) Student Groups and Collaborative Workspaces: Establish student groups and 

collaborative workspaces for breakout sessions and class projects. Students can 

virtually meet to work as a group remotely. Instructors can establish collaborative 

workspaces, or virtual breakout rooms, where each student group “meets” to share 

materials, message one another, give one another feedback, post and reply to 

discussions, and conduct web conferences. 

 

3. Administration Features: These generally require special permission and are not 

usually accessible to students. In an academic LMS, there may be a small group of 

super-administrators who manage the LMS technology and assign permissions to 

instructors, but the primary, and most active, administrators of an academic LMS 

are instructors, professors, and teachers. 
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a) Online Classroom: An instructor can create any number of online classrooms 

which each represent a course with its corresponding lessons, materials, and other 

resources for the class. 

b) Roster and Gradebook: A student roster is a list of all the students enrolled in a 

class. Students are able to access a list of online classes they are enrolled in. 

Instructors can use a gradebook to track attendance, assignment completion, quiz 

scores, and other information for each student in the roster. 

c) Reports, Analytics, and Statistics: Reports on areas that help instructors manage 

classes better. This includes data on the last time each students accessed the online 

classroom, how much time each student spent in the online classroom, each 

student’s status for an assignment, such as on time or late, and graded or ungraded, 

each student’s progress in the course, each student’s access to course materials, quiz 

and survey results and statistics, and a listing of all the courses and course materials 

created in the system. 

 

4.2.2 Learning Destination Sites  

A learning destination site is a shared website that offers courses from many 

different providers. On learning destination sites one can author courses using an 

authoring tool or a learning management system, and then either upload or link the 

courses to the site. These sites usually handle learner registration and eCommerce. 

Massive open online courses, referred to as MOOCs, have recently been introduced 

as a modern learning method, and Coursera and edX have become the most widely 
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used online learning platforms (Funieru et al., 2016). Two prominent types of 

MOOCs are; 

 

1. cMOOCs 

The first “connectivist” MOOC, or cMOOC, was developed in 2008 for a course at 

the University of Manitoba (Downes, 2012). There is no standard technology 

platform and cMOOCs use a combination of webcasts, participant blogs, tweets, 

software that connects blogs and tweets on the same topic via hashtags, and online 

discussion forums. Although usually there are some experts who initiate and 

participate in cMOOCs, learning is largely driven by the interests and contributions 

of the participants (Bates, 2015). There is no attempt at formal assessment, and 

learning develops through the connections and discussions between participants 

over social media.   

a) Key Design Features, (Downes, 2014)  

i. Autonomy of the Learner: Learners choose what content or skills they wish to 

learn. Learning is personal, and without any formal curriculum. The organizer of 

the cMOOC will usually choose a theme and invite participants. 

ii. Diversity: The types of tools used, range of participants and respective knowledge 

levels, are all diverse. The content is diverse and varies too. 

iii. Interactivity: Encourages cooperative learning, whereby communication between 

participants results in emergent knowledge. 

iv. Openness: Anyone can have access to content, activities and assessments. 
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2. xMOOCs 

The most common type of MOOCs used, which were initially developed by 

Stanford University (Bates, 2015) as a platform for “extended” learning for 

university courses. xMOOCs is a term coined by Stephen Downes (2012) for 

courses developed by Coursera, Udacity and edX. xMOOCs primarily use a 

teaching model focused on the transmission of information, with high quality 

content delivery, computer-marked assessment (mainly for student feedback 

purposes), and automation of all key transactions between participants and the 

learning platform. Instructors have considerable flexibility in the design of the 

course, but there are some common design features across various xMOOCs. 

a) Key Design Features, (Bates, 2015)  

i. Specially Designed Platform Software: Allows for large participant registration, 

and provides means for  storing and streaming digital learning materials on demand. 

The platform can automate assessment procedures and student performance 

tracking. Companies, clients and universities can collect and analyse user (student) 

data. 

ii. Video Lectures: The standard lecture is delivered through videos on a weekly basis 

over a period of 10-13 weeks. Video lengths have reduced from an average of 50 

minutes to 15 to 20 minutes, but video segments have increased as a result. 

Following a similar trend, the course length has become shorter, some now lasting 

only five weeks. Multiple video production methods are used, including lecture 

captures, full studio production, or desk-top recording by the instructor. 
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iii. Computer-marked Assignments: Students receive immediate computerised 

feedback on completing an online test. These tests are summative or formative and 

can also be used for participant feedback. The tests may be used for determining the 

award of a certificate or course grade. Most xMOOC assignments are multiple-

choice, computer-marked questions, but some MOOCs have also used text or 

formula boxes for participants to enter answers, for example, coding in a computer 

science course. In all cases these are computer-marked. 

iv. Peer Assessment: Assigning students randomly to small groups for peer 

assessment, especially for more open-ended or more evaluative assignment 

questions. This depends on student expertise and level of involvement in the course 

of different participants. 

v. Supporting Materials: Participants can download supplementary audio files, urls 

to other resources, and online articles included in a course. 

vi. Shared Discussion Space: Students can discuss topics in the course, ask questions, 

ask for help or comment on aspects of the course in a shared discussion board. 

vii. Minimal Discussion Moderation: Discussion or comments are not always 

moderated. When moderation does occur, it is directed at all participants rather than 

to individuals due to the large enrollment numbers. When there is no moderation 

participants rely on other participants to respond to questions or comments. 

Instructors post frequently asked questions, and post comments in response to these. 

Some instructors use paid teaching assistants to identify common areas of concern 

shared by a number of participants then the instructor or teaching assistants will 

respond.  
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viii. Badges or Certificates: MOOC badges or certificates for recognition for successful 

completion of a course or section, but are mostly not recognised for credit or 

admission purposes even by the institutions offering the MOOC. However recently, 

MOOCS are being used as part of credit-based university programs and can offer 

credit if the student is enrolled and paying tuition at a regular program as a 

student.   

ix. Learning Analytics: Due to the large enrollment numbers, xMOOC platforms have 

the capacity to collect and analyse ‘big data’ about participants and their 

performance. This can act as immediate feedback to instructors for areas of 

improvement in content or design.   

 

4.2.2.1 MOOC Strategies  
MOOCs can be differentiated based on their intended strategy. A primary 

distinction is between inward-facing courses, aimed at existing students, and 

outward-facing courses, aimed at participants with no connection to the university 

(Czerniewicz et al., 2015).  

1. Outward Facing MOOCs 

a) Teaching Showcase: General interest course in which an institution’s teaching is 

showcased, with the aim of raising the appeal or reputation of the institution. 

b) Research Showcase: Aimed at raising the appeal of the institution as a centre for 

research excellence. 
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2. Inward Facing MOOCs 

a) Gateway skills: Aimed at prospective undergraduate students, with the intention of 

preparing/upskilling prospective students for a particular area of study. 

b) Graduate Literacies: Provides students entering postgraduate level of study with 

opportunities to develop the necessary skills, such as proposal writing, research 

methods and statistical analysis. 

c) Professional showcase: Focuses on professional certification and professional 

development. 

4.2.2.2 MOOCs versus Academic LMS Course  
The LMS is a platform for hosting a course, while a MOOC is the course itself. A 

MOOC can be run on an LMS, but it is not necessary. Similarly, an LMS can be 

used to host a course that is not a MOOC. Some key differences between Academic 

LMSs are explained (Nielson, 2015; Czerniewicz et al., 2015) in Table 3. 

 
Table 3: Comparing MOOCs with Academic LMS Courses 

Category MOOC Academic LMS 

Cost to user Free or Paid. Paid. 

Entrance 

Requirements 

None Based on course requirements 

Scale Can be infinitely scaled up to 

have unlimited number of 

participants registered. 

Limited depending on the 

preferences of the instructor. 

Lecturer’s Role Flexible role regarding the Responsible for curriculum 
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curriculum, but limited 

individual attention. 

alignment, quality assurance 

and student support. 

Schedule Continuous. Students can 

enrol at any time and there is 

no start and end date for the 

course. 

Discrete. The instructor 

provides the start and end date 

of the course. Students enrol 

together by a fixed date. 

Providers Distance education 

providers, universities, 

instructors, professionals. 

Traditionally universities and 

other brick-and-mortar 

education institutes. 

Analytics Yes Yes 

Certification Non-conventional and 

Conventional. 

Conventional 

 

4.2.3 Custom Built Learning Platforms 
 
The full custom built learning platform involves building the technology platform 

from scratch, by focusing on serving the business, learner, and pedagogy. This 

solution takes the most time and in many cases is usually most expensive, however 

this platform provides complete control over the experience and direction. An 

example of a full custom learning platform is HBX, a custom platform built for 

Harvard Business School to deliver very high end business certificate courses. 
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Chapter 2. Benchmarking & Design Recommendations 

Based on the topics discussed in the literature review, a benchmarking checklist is 

used to analyse two prominent MOOCs (Coursera and edX), other online interfaces, 

and applying selected practices to a widely used academic LMS called “Desire to 

Learn”. This process will help identify a list of design recommendations which will 

act as a guide for designing the academic LMS interface. 

 

1. Methodology  

1.1 Benchmark Checklists for MOOCs and Academic LMSs 
 
The benchmark checklist draws on theories discussed in the literature review. This 

checklist will address each interface’s style and theme (Schmitt et al. (1995), visual 

brand-identity transfer and elements (Barbara et al., 2014), C.R.A.P. analysis 

(Williams, 2008), and user interface design (Rive, 2019 & Mandel, 1997). The 

MOOCs and LMS will be compared in Table 4 and Table 5 respectively.  

1.2 Referencing Screenshots of Interfaces in Appendix 
 
Screenshots of the interfaces will be used to showcase user interface design 

elements being discussed in Table 4 and Table 5. These screenshots are located in 

the Appendix and are referenced accordingly. 

1.3 Recommendations for Academic LMS Interface Design 
 
By analysing the interfaces of MOOCs, “Desire2Learn” (or D2L) and other 

websites, a list of recommendations are made for the academic LMS interface. The 

recommendations will guide the design of the University Website and Course 

interfaces. Good practices will be highlighted as shown. 
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2. MOOC Benchmark Checklist  

2.1 Table 4: MOOC Benchmark Checklist 
 

Criteria Coursera edX 
Platform Desktop Desktop 
Course 
Provider 

University of 
Pennsylvania 

EdinburghX 

Course Name Introduction to 
Marketing 

Introduction to 
Marketing: Tools to Set 
Enterprises Apart 

Weeks  5 6 
Styles and Themes  
Schmitt et al. (1995) 

Colour Theme Blue, white and grey. 
Brown for discussion 
forum activities. (see 
Appendix 1.5) 

Blue, white and grey. 
Purple, pink and green 
for highlights. (see 
Appendix 1.4) 

Level of 
Complexity 

Minimalist Cluttered 

Representation Abstract Realism 
Use of Icons Minimal High 

MOOC Visual Brand Identity Elements 
(Barbara et al., 2014) 

Logo Type Emblem (see 
Appendix 1.1, 1) 

Emblem (see 
Appendix 1.2,1) 

Logo Colour 
Versus 
Interface 
Colours 

Matching (see 
Appendix 1.1, 1) 

Similar (matches the 
blue of “X” in edX) (see 
Appendix 1.2, 1) 

Font Type San serif San Serif 
Font Family Arial Helvetica and Arial 
Font Colour Dark grey Dark grey 
Interface 
Colours 

Blue, white, grey and 
brown (see Appendix 
1.5) 

Blue, white, grey, 
purple, pink and some 
green. (see Appendix 
1.4) 

Course The left section of the There are no static 
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Homepage 
Layout 

interface is static and 
does not move while 
scrolling. The 
central/right section 
has the course-
material interaction 
elements (Overview, 
week 1,2,3… grades, 
notes, discussion 
elements, messages, 
course info). The top 
central section has a 
search bar for other 
Coursera courses. The 
top right section is the 
user profile dropdown 
which located in the 
top right corner. (see 
Appendix 1.1, 3, 4, 5, 
7) 

sections, while 
scrolling. The page is 
divided into two parts. 
The central section has 
the course description, 
videos, readings and 
quizzes. The right side 
has important dates, 
course updates, and 
bookmarks. The top 
right section has the 
user profile dropdown. 
There is no search bar 
for other courses on 
edX. (see Appendix 
1.2, 3,4,5) 

Course 
Session Layout 

The left section is 
static and has course 
navigation elements 
(Lesson name, video 
1,2,3… readings, and 
quizzes for that week) 
arranged as a column. 
This is always visible. 
The central/right 
section has the week’s 
course videos, 
readings and quizzes 
organized clearly as a 
list. The link to access 
the discussion forum 
is presented on top, 
without showing 
previews of the 
discussions. This 

There are no static 
sections, while 
scrolling. There are two 
horizontal course 
navigation panes on 
the top. They are both 
hidden if the user 
scrolls down. (1) 
Course, discussion, 
wiki, progress, syllabus 
and course schedule. 
(2) Video, readings, 
quizzes and cases all 
displayed as icons. The 
icons are not unique, 
for example, the 
“book” icon is used for 
case studies and 
course readings. This 
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helps reduce clutter. 
Additional course 
information is also 
presented for 
example, video 
length, approximate 
reading time and quiz 
due dates. Users can 
type notes and take 
screenshots of videos 
while watching a 
video. Video 
transcript is provided 
below the video. 
More customization 
of layout by hiding 
panels. (see Appendix 
1.3 & 1.5) 

layout is cluttered and 
not very intuitive. The 
videos have transcripts 
but no engagement 
activities like taking 
notes or making 
screen captures. 
Important feature is 
that edX allows the 
user to edit speed of 
video. Less 
customization of 
layout. The discussion 
forum relating to each 
video is accessible 
below the video. (see 
Appendix 1.4) 

C.R.A.P. Analysis  
(Williams, 2008) 

Contrast Primarily through 
visual weight and fill 
colours. White is the 
primary background 
colour and light grey 
is used to identify 
sections. Brown is only 
used to identify 
sections relating to 
forums. Thin outline 
weights help create 
contrast without 
adding to clutter. 
Bolded font and font 
size is used to 
introduce hierarchy 
amongst page 
elements. Only san-
serif fonts are used. 

Primarily through visual 
weight. White is the 
primary background 
colour and blue, grey, 
and light purple is 
used to identify 
sections. Thin outline 
weights do not create 
enough contrast 
between sections and 
some colour variation 
could be introduced to 
break up the white 
background. Bolded 
font is used more than 
font size to introduce 
hierarchy amongst 
page elements. Only 
san-serif fonts are 
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Blue is used to 
highlight recent 
activity, for example, 
new message 
received in the 
mailbox, or to resume 
a course from where 
the user was last. The 
left-side navigation 
panel is medium grey 
which changes to 
light grey based on 
the section hovered 
over. The right-side is 
light grey, which 
changes to dark grey 
when hovered over. 
Anything clickable is 
identified by the 
mouse clicker 
changing to a “hand” 
icon. (see Appendix 
1.1, 1.3, and 1.5) 

used. Blue is used to 
identify anything 
clickable in addition to 
the mouse clicker 
changing to a “hand” 
icon and the text 
becoming underlined 
like a traditional 
hyperlink. (see 
Appendix 1.2, and 1.4) 

Repetition Grey is used to define 
sections over white 
background. Brown 
identifies forum 
related sections. Blue 
is used to draw the 
eye towards picking 
where the user has left 
off. 

Blue is the repeated 
colour for links. Green 
is used to identify 
completion of a 
section. 

Alignment Clean and organised. 
Course navigation 
towards the left and 
course content 
towards the centre. 
Well laid out and 
intuitive. Left-aligned 

Left-aligned text. 
Alignment of sections 
causes some 
confusion. For 
example, two 
consecutive horizontal 
menus prevents the 
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text. eye from flowing 
logically. 

Proximity Well-spaced with 
ample white space. 
Less text-heavy 
descriptions. Icons 
used are in proximity 
to text. Balance 
between white space 
and content. (see 
Appendix 1.1, 1.3, 
and 1.5) 

Cluttered, text heavy 
descriptions. Less 
balance in white space, 
meaning too much 
content is 
concentrated in small 
areas versus using the 
entire web real estate. 
(see Appendix 1.4) 

Transfer of University Visual Brand Identity  
(Barbara et al., 2014) 

Level of 
Transfer 

Low, the host 
university’s logo is 
displayed along with 
the name. While 
doing the course, this 
logo is always 
present since it is 
placed on the static 
left-section. “Wharton 
University of 
Pennsylvania Online” 
(see Appendix 1.1) 
 

Only the host 
university’s name is 
presented on the 
landing page and is 
not omni-present. 
“EdinburghX” (see 
Appendix 1.2) 

University 
Logo  

Visible (top left) at all 
times. 

Visible (top left) only 
when the webpage 
opens. Disappears on 
mouse scroll. 
 

Course Name 
 
 
 
 

Visible (left) at all 
times. 

Visible on top when 
webpage opens. 
Disappears on mouse 
scroll. 
 

Colour Theme 
Matches 

No 
 

No 
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University 
Branding? 
 

 
 

User Interface Design Analysis  
(Rive, 2019) & (Mandel, 1997) 

Place Users in Control 
Define 
Interaction 
Modes 

Yes. Depending on 
where the mouse is 
located, keyboard 
shortcuts work 
differently. For 
example, when a 
video is playing, 
pressing “space” 
stops or starts the 
video. Keyboard 
shortcuts like ctrl (or 
command) C, V, A 
work in the forum 
and notes section, 
and clicking “Tab” 
helps scroll down a 
list on the left course 
navigation panel. 

Minimal. Clicking 
“Spacebar” does not 
pause a video when it 
is playing. Keyboard 
shortcuts like ctrl (or 
command) C, V, A 
work in the forum 
section, and clicking 
“Tab” helps scroll 
through navigational 
elements. 

Flexibility in 
Interaction 

Flexible for mouse 
and keyboard users. 
Lots of intuitive 
keyboard shortcuts 
work on the interface. 

Primarily mouse use. 

Allow Users to 
Change Focus 

Yes. Yes. 

Display 
Descriptive 
Messages or 
Text 

Yes. More use of text 
and design than icons. 

Not always. Within a 
“Course Week” icons 
are primarily used to 
identify sections on 
“reading”, “video” or 
“case study” or “quiz”. 

Provide 
Immediate and 

Yes, discussion posts 
can be edited and 

Yes, discussion posts 
can be edited and 
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Reversible 
Actions and 
Feedback 

deleted. deleted. 

Provide 
Meaningful 
Paths and Exits 

Yes. No. Considerable 
mouse scrolling is 
required to return to 
previous sections or 
navigation panel. 

Accommodate 
Users with 
Different Skill 
Levels 

Yes. No, primarily 
beginners who prefer 
using the mouse, 
versus more advanced 
keyboard users. 

Make the User 
Interface 
Transparent 

Yes. Somewhat. 

Allow Users to 
Customize the 
Interface 

Yes. While doing the 
course, the panel can 
be customized by 
hiding the left 
navigation panel and 
right notes section so 
the screen space is 
devoted to reading 
material, quizzes, or 
video. (see Appendix 
1.3) 

No, the interface is 
fixed and the user is 
restricted to its design. 

Allow Users to 
Manipulate 
Interface 
Objects 
Directly 
 

Yes. No. 

Reduce the User’s Memory Load 
Relieve Short-
Term Memory 

Yes, the static 
navigation pane on 
the left allows the user 
to quickly know where 
they are and shows 

Not always. Navigating 
within a course can be 
tiring, and not intuitive. 
However, links are easy 
to identify as anything 
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where they can go. blue is clickable. 
Rely on 
Recognition, 
Not Recall 

Yes, the icons used 
are commonly used 
on other web 
platforms too. For 
example, the button 
for the left navigation 
panel is used in 
several apps on 
smartphones too. 
(see Appendix 1.3, 6) 

The icons are not 
unique, which dilutes 
the level of 
recognition.  

Provide Visual 
Cues 

Yes, when necessary. Yes, but icon sizes are 
small and not unique 
to a function. 

Provide 
Defaults, 
Undo, and 
Redo 

Yes. Yes 

Define Intuitive 
Shortcuts 

Yes, keyboard 
shortcuts allow for 
some navigation 
across course. 

No, clicking “spacebar” 
does not make video 
pause or start like it 
does on most other 
video platforms. 

Use Real-
World 
Metaphors 

Yes. No. 

Progressively 
Disclose 
Information 

Yes. Somewhat. 

Promote Visual 
Clarity 

Yes, as discussed with 
C.R.A.P. 

No, as discussed with 
C.R.A.P. 

Make the Interface Consistent 
Presentation 
Consistency 

Yes, across courses. Yes, across courses. 

Behaviour 
Consistency 

Yes, across courses. Yes, across courses. 

Interaction 
Consistency 

Yes, across courses. No, not always. 

Sustain the Yes, course navigation No, not always. 
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Context of 
Users’ Tasks 

is easily accessed at all 
times. 

 
 
 
2.2 MOOC Interface Recommendations 

Coursera appears to have a better user interface design than edX. From usability to 

aesthetic design, the Coursera layout checks off several boxes. While edX has a 

more “realist” feel without much consideration for aesthetics or user experience, 

some aspects of the edX MOOC layout are useful to consider. Based on the 

highlighted sections in Table 5, a list of recommendations for course interface 

design are listed below. 

2.2a Key findings from MOOC Interface Design Benchmarking 
1. Similarities between Coursera and edX 

a) Blue, grey, and white are the primary colours used. 

b) The layout is uniform across courses on each respective platform. 

c) Courses progress on a weekly format. 

d) Quizzes are multiple choice. 

e) Course material provided by the host university are videos, readings, and quizzes.  

f) Ample access to discussion forums are made available. 

2. Identified Good Practices between Coursera and edX 

a) Style & Theme 

1. Minimalist level of complexity, abstract design, and using icons judiciously.  

b) Visual Brand Identity Layout 

1. Interface should have static and moving sections as some information needs to be 

always accessible. 
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2. Previews of discussions are not required to be shown at all times. Instead, keeping a 

navigation button to access them and then show the previews is better and does not 

look cluttered.  

3. Customizing the interface places the users in control. 

4. Notes functionality along with the ability to screenshot the video and the time of 

typing notes. This makes the notes more useful as the student can refer to the 

section of the video based on the notes types. 

5. Being able to edit the speed of the video gives control to the user. Allows a session 

to be completed at a varying speed which is useful depending on how complex a 

topic is for a student. 

c) C.R.A.P. Analysis 

1. Contrast 

i. Visual weight and fill-colours are effective in creating contrast between sections. 

ii. Sans-serif fonts, thin line separators, font-bolding helps create font without adding 

clutter. 

iii. The appearance of the mouse clicker changing when a link is clickable is intuitive 

across several software presently available. 

2. Repetition 

i. By using three or lesser colours, effective repetition can be introduced. 

ii. Instead of using multiple colours, use tints.  

3. Alignment 

i. Text should be left-aligned. 
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ii. Sections should be evenly spaced on the interface. This can be used by using the 

left, centre and right panels effectively, as done in Coursera. 

4. Proximity 

i. Icons must be in proximity to the relative link. 

ii. Description should reduce the text-heaviness. 

b) Transfer of University Visual Brand Identity 

1. University logo must always be visible. 

2. Using brand-colours must be adopted. 

c) Place Users in Control 

1. Interaction modes are essential and must be made possible. 

2. Commonly used keyboard shortcuts should be integrated into the interface. 

3. Students must have the ability to hide and show sections to change focus while 

doing a course.  

d) Reduce the User’s Memory Load 

1. Navigational elements, icons, keyboard shortcuts, etc should be commonly used and 

recognized on other software or interfaces.  

e) Make the Interface Consistent 

1. Presentation, behaviour, and interaction consistency is important. 

 

3. Academic LMS Benchmark Checklist  

The University of New Brunswick (UNB) academic LMS, Desire2Learn (D2L), is 

analysed using the checklist derived from the literature review. The 

recommendations (see Section 3.2) and design concepts are also referenced in the 
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appendix.  

 

3.1 Table 5: Academic LMS User-Interface Analysis  
 

Criteria Desire2Learn 
Platform Desktop 
Course 
Provider 

University of New Brunswick 

Styles and Themes  
Schmitt et al. (1995) 

Colour Theme Blue, white and grey.  
Level of 
Complexity 

Medium 

Representation Between Abstract & Realist 
Use of Icons Moderate 

LMS Visual Brand Identity Elements 
(Barbara et al., 2014) 

Logo Type Emblem 
Logo Colour 
Versus 
Interface 
Colours 

Similar for different host universities as well. 

Font Type San serif 
Font Family Lato 
Font Colour Dark grey and blue (for links) 
Interface 
Colours 

Blue, white, and grey. 

Course 
Homepage 
Layout 

There are no static sections, while scrolling. The page 
is divided into two parts. The left-central section has 
the course syllabus, discussions, and other sections. 
This layout uses clickable icons, or a list of clickable 
links at the discretion of the faculty.  
 
The top right section has the user profile dropdown. 
To the left of the user-profile dropdown there are a 
different alerts (messages, subscriptions, course). 
There is also a button that allows for pinning 
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courses a student is enrolled in. The top left section 
has the “home” logo which takes the student to the 
LMS post-login landing page, with UNB logo 
(unclickable) next to it. 
 
Below the container, are course navigations links 
which are selected by the instructor. 
 
Course names are presented with their codes 
followed by the name. Instead the code should 
follow the name or avoided completely, to reduce 
clutter. 

Course 
Session Layout 

There are no static sections, while scrolling. There are 
two horizontal course navigation panes on the top. 
They are both hidden if the user scrolls down. This 
layout can be made cleaner and less cluttered. For 
online and offline courses, the course content section 
is designed differently. 
 
Online Course 
The layout switches to course navigation sections on 
the left, and related information on the right. The 
objective is not just course content but navigating 
through the course as well. The layout helps students 
to navigate the course, find information, get involved 
with discussion topics, and influences the “user-
experience”. There are several links available which 
also don’t have information in them, and should be 
removed to the information-overload. The entire 
course information is made available at once, instead 
of progressively. 
 
Classroom Course 
The course session layout is primarily to upload files 
and information that students can refer to. The 
course is navigated in the classroom and reference 
material (sometimes quizzes) are made available on 
D2L. Chats and discussion not always present, and 
depends on the course. 
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C.R.A.P. Analysis  
(Williams, 2008) 

Contrast Primarily through visual weight and font colours. 
Light blue (almost white) is the primary background 
colour and white is used to identify sections. Sections 
do not have outlines, and thin line separators are 
used when applicable. Font size and colour is used 
to introduce hierarchy amongst page elements. Only 
san-serif fonts are used. Blue is used to identify 
anything clickable in addition to the mouse clicker 
changing to a “hand” icon and the text becoming 
underlined like a traditional hyperlink. Some sections 
change from white to light blue when hovered 
over.  

Repetition Blue is the repeated colour for links. Grey fonts turn 
to blue if clickable. Regular non-clickable content is 
grey. Text in proximity to a downward facing arrow 
depicts dropdowns. Icons used to depict other 
options like file-format type, bookmarks, home, 
course schedule, etc. 

Alignment Left-aligned text. Sometime sections are left 
oriented, meaning column on the left with content in 
the centre, and sometimes right oriented, meaning 
column on the right with content in the centre.  

Proximity Well-spaced containers using the page evenly. Can 
appear cluttered due to text-heavy descriptions. 
Icons used are in proximity to text.  

Transfer of University Visual Brand Identity  
(Barbara et al., 2014) 

Level of 
Transfer 

Low, only the host university’s logo is displayed from 
a brand transfer perspective. The LMS look and feel is 
similar for several host universities, for example 
Southern New Hampshire University (SNHU). 

University 
Logo  

Visible (top left) only when the webpage opens. 
Disappears on mouse scroll. 

Course Name Visible on top when webpage opens. Disappears on 
mouse scroll. 

Colour Theme 
of LMS 

No, there is room to include UNB brand colours. 
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Matches 
University 
Branding? 

 

User Interface Design Analysis  
(Rive, 2019) & (Mandel, 1997) 

Place Users in Control 
Define 
Interaction 
Modes 

Yes. Depending on where the mouse is located, 
keyboard shortcuts work differently. For example, 
when a video is playing, pressing “space” stops or 
starts the video. Videos are YouTube embedded 
videos. Keyboard shortcuts like ctrl (or command) C, 
V, A work in the discussion section, and clicking “Tab” 
helps scroll down a list on the left course navigation 
panel. 

Flexibility in 
Interaction 

Primarily intended for mouse use, but provides some 
application for keyboard-centric users. Certain 
intuitive keyboard shortcuts work on the interface. 

Allow Users to 
Change Focus 

Yes. 

Display 
Descriptive 
Messages or 
Text 

Text description and icons as well. Some use of icons 
is clear, while some may need additional 
interpretation. 

Provide 
Immediate and 
Reversible 
Actions and 
Feedback 

Yes, discussion posts can be edited but not deleted.  

Provide 
Meaningful 
Paths and Exits 

Considerable mouse scrolling required. 

Accommodate 
Users with 
Different Skill 
Levels 

No, primarily beginners who prefer using the mouse, 
versus more advanced keyboard users. 

Make the User 
Interface 
Transparent 

Somewhat. 

Allow Users to For instructors, yes, but not for students. By 
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Customize the 
Interface 

observing different courses, some manipulation of 
layouts is observed, but that control is with the 
instructor, versus the student. Once a layout is 
decided by an instructor, the layout is fixed. 
 

Allow Users to 
Manipulate 
Interface Objects 
Directly 

No 
 
 
 
Reduce the User’s Memory Load 

Relieve Short-
Term Memory 

Not always. Navigating within a course can be tiring, 
and not intuitive. However, links are easy to identify as 
anything blue is clickable. 

Rely on 
Recognition, 
Not Recall 

Some use of icons is effective, for example 
downward facing arrow to show dropdown menus. 
The icons are not all unique and create confusion. 

Provide Visual 
Cues 

Yes, but icon sizes are small and sometimes not 
always intuitive and cleanly designed. 

Provide 
Defaults, 
Undo, and 
Redo 

No delete option for discussion posts, only edit. 

Define Intuitive 
Shortcuts 

Yes, keyboard shortcuts allow for some navigation 
across course. 

Use Real-
World 
Metaphors 

Yes and no. 

Progressively 
Disclose 
Information 

Yes, through menu options. But within the online 
course, all the week’s information is presented at 
once. Information should be released 
progressively, as the course commenced. 

Promote Visual 
Clarity 

Not ideal levels, some level of improvement possible. 

Make the Interface Consistent 
Presentation 
Consistency 

No, presentation varies depending course instructor 
choice. 

Behaviour 
Consistency 

Yes, but some difference in speed of page sections 
opening. 

Interaction Yes, across courses. 
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Consistency 
Sustain the 
Context of 
Users’ Tasks 

No, not always. 

 

3.2 Academic LMS Interface Recommendations for UNB 

D2L has a similar interface across different host universities. Despite the similarity, 

there is opportunity to improve the layout, and look-and-feel of the interface for 

UNB. Since the course instructors have more control over the layout, reducing the 

amount of clutter is determined by them. For example, displaying lengthy course 

names with the codes included, keeping menu options without any content, or 

releasing every week’s content all at once, versus progressively. D2L could 

introduce word-count limits for course names to ensure a course name fits in a 

certain amount of space, or to reduce font size automatically to fit the space. By 

comparing UNB and Southern New Hampshire University’s (SNHU) D2L layout, 

recommendations for UNB are listed. Appendix references for visual comparison 

are inserted in-text. 

 

1. Login Page (see appendix 2.1a & 2.1b) 

Like SNHU, UNB should create a cleaner layout which brings out elements of 

UNBs campus and branding. The layout should have more white space with fewer 

colored sections and a white background versus light grey. Icons which do not add 

any value should be removed. Key words can be changed to human versus technical 

jargon.  
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2. Landing Page (see appendix 2.2a, 2.2b & 2.2c) 

UNB should use larger “course panels” with larger images, and even spacing. D2L 

course names are precise, lying within the length of each corresponding image. 

UNBs course names should be shortened. Course names should be shortened by 

leaving out the course codes or term codes. To account for the UNB News panel on 

the right, courses can be arranged vertically, with descriptions of each on the right.  

 

3. Course Landing Page (see appendix 2.3a, 2.3b, & 2.3c) 

There is opportunity to introduce UNBs brand colours here. The top horizontal 

panel can be dedicated for resources “outside” of the course and keep a course 

menu dropdown for links within the course. UNBs orange colored “note” section 

stands out but lacks aesthetic value. UNB can reduce the amount of text in the left-

side vertical panel.  UNB can reduce the number of colours used and group similar 

links together, for example, print & download. 

 

4. UNB Faculty of Management Website Analysis 

UNBs Faculty of Management website is analysed to determine how accessible the 

course offerings are for potential students or information seekers. The website is 

compared with websites of Southern New Hampshire University (SNHU), IE 

Business School (IEB), Harvard Business School (HBS) and UNB’s College of 

Extended Learning. These university websites were selected for comparison as they 

have well-regarded online course offerings in addition to the traditional in-class 

courses. By focusing on visibility and accessibility of each university’s respective 
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online business courses, recommendations are made for UNBs prospective online 

MBA program. All the websites were accessed on desktop browsers using Google 

Chrome ®. Links for reference are provided, along with screenshots in the 

appendix. 

 
4.1 University Website Analysis  
 

4.1a Google Search Page Analysis 

When searching for anything on the internet, usually the first point of contact is the 

search results page. While search engine optimization (SEO) and search engine 

management (SEM) define how quickly a search item is found, the keywords and 

information on a website, and on the internet, affect how the search item is 

displayed. Analysing the “first-impression” of the university online impacts the 

overall user experience, and defines how easy the information is accessible to the 

user. 

 
1. Faculty of Management (UNB) Search Page 

The search result does not appear prominently. The 6 links provided are redundant, 

for example, BBA and UG Programs. There is no link for the MBA program, or 

online course offerings which are relevant to business students which are provided 

by CEL. The About Us link can be used for something else, since the user can find 

out what the program is about by exploring the website. The link for Faculty and 

Staff appears first. Keywords used & text in description spaces are not catchy or 

complete sentences. Under the Contact Us section, the description begins mid-

sentence. If a Wikipedia page is created, additional space on Google can be used on 
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the right side, which is currently blank and empty. This space can be used for 

branding too. (see Appendix 3.1a) 

 

2. Harvard Business School Search Page 

The search result is prominent using the entire search page. The 6 links provided are 

not redundant, & provide links to specific programs, admissions, & type of 

candidates. There is a link for the MBA program, but not for its online course 

offerings. The About link is provided at the end. The link for Faculty appears 

second since Harvard has notable faculty. Keywords used are SEO & SEM focused 

versus text-heavy sentences since users spend very little time on this page. There is 

no Contact Us link provided. The Wikipedia page uses the right side with images, 

maps, & other descriptions. Additional information like upcoming speakers and 

events is provided. The page does not have visual branding elements but is 

informative. (see Appendix 3.1b) 

 

3. Southern New Hampshire University Search Page 

The search result is prominent and uses the entire search page. The 6 links provided 

are not redundant, & provide links to new visitors, existing students, graduate & 

undergraduate programs. The most prominent link is the online offering. The About 

link is not the last but appears less prominent in the middle row. No link for 

Faculty. Keywords used are SEO & SEM focused. Great description of SNHU in 2 

lines under main link. Excellent use of Wiki pulled panel to introduce the yellow 

brand colour, students, the campus, and the campus location. Information on 
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average cost of tuition, graduation rate, address and contact information. It also 

shows notable alumni and provides links for social media pages. Logically 

presented information. (see Appendix 3.1c) 

 

4. IE Business School Search Page 

The search result is prominent using the entire search page. The 6 links provided are 

not entirely redundant & provide links to various school offerings. There is a link 

for the MBA program, but not for its online course offerings. Keywords used are 

SEO & SEM focused but also use sentence descriptions. There is no Contact Us 

link provided on the left. The Wikipedia page uses the right side with images, maps, 

& other descriptions. Additional information like upcoming events is provided. The 

page does not have visual branding elements but is informative. Despite having a 

top-ranking online MBA program, the word “online” does not appear since it is a 

blended program. IEB does not want to filter out search being an “online” offering. 

(see Appendix 3.1d) 

 

5. College of Extended Learning (UNB) Search Page 

The search result is prominent using the entire search page. The 6 links provided are 

not redundant & provide links to various school offerings. There is a link for UNB 

online course offerings. Keywords used are SEO & SEM focused but also use 

sentence descriptions. There is a Contact Us link provided but the main description 

captures it as well. This space can be used more effectively. The Wikipedia page 

uses the right side with images, maps, & other descriptions. Additional information 
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like upcoming events is provided. The page does not have visual branding elements 

but is informative without being cluttered. Some missing Wiki information is 

visible. Branding elements can be introduced. No social links provided. (see 

Appendix 3.1e) 

 

4.1b University Website Analysis 
 
The University website is the main source of online interaction for someone on the 

internet. It is also the primary, most trusted source of information, since it is not a 

third-party website. The space provides an opportunity for a university to present its 

information, through course offerings, and branding, through use of colours and 

imagery. The website helps create an online brand experience for online users 

interested in knowing about the university. How accessible the information is, and 

the ease with which a user online can access information also affects the overall 

online brand experience for the university.  Following the same format as the 

google search page analysis in section 4.1a, the same four university websites are 

compared to UNB Faculty of Management’s Website. All the websites were 

accessed on desktop browsers using Google Chrome ®. Links for reference are 

provided, along with screenshots in the appendix. 

 

1. Faculty of Management (UNB) Website 

The website has static images with some dynamic menu transition. There are no 

direct links to the MBA program or online course offering relevant to MBA 

students, for example the Project Management certification offered by CEL. The 
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main horizontal menu options are Academics, Admissions, Money Matters, Student 

Life, Research, and Athletics. Some of these tabs, for example Athletics present 

content for Saint John and Fredericton. The top most menu merges when the user 

scrolls down combining into a dropdown tab called “Information For”. The “UNB 

Students, Faculty and Staff” has links for the student portal for courses. Two static 

links for Undergraduate and Graduate programs is presented on the home page. The 

MQIM program appears highlighted along with select aspects about the UG and PG 

programs, such as the Venture Analyst Program, Export Partnering Program, 

Student Investment Fund, Coop and MBA Professional Development. The Graduate 

Programs link has links for the various MBA options available. Some links need to 

clicked while some present content when the mouse hovers over. The layout is 

cluttered and combines both the UG and Grad programs. (see Appendix 3.2a) 

 

2. Harvard Business School Website 

The website is dynamic with static menu options. The website opens with drone 

footage of the campus with menu and search options layered on top. The four menu 

options are About, Academic Programs, Faculty & Research and Alumni, in 

addition to a search bar. The static menu options transform into a frozen top panel 

when the user scrolls down. When the Academic Programs link is clicked the 4 

options made visible are MBA, Executive Education, Online, and Doctoral 

Programs. There are no direct links for students to login to their user profile, or to 

the online or offline university offerings. The links need to be clicked on and do not 
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show contents on hovering over with the mouse clicker. (see Appendix 3.2b) 

 

3. Southern New Hampshire University Website 

The website is simply designed without the use of dynamic content. There are direct 

links to campus and online programs but none for the online MBA program. 

Horizontal links are Academic Programs, Admission, Tuition & Financial Aid, 

Student Experience. These links when hovered over display contents under each. 

When the Business & MBA link is clicked, the online or on campus option is 

presented. Access for current students to login to their profile and course page 

based on the program registered for. (see Appendix 3.2c) 

 

4. IE Business School Website  

Dynamic website with use of animations and automatic rotating carousels. Website 

boasts tech capability of IEB with slick design and user interface. No direct links to 

online MBA program but a link which gives access to students to their profile and 

course contents called “Online Campus” is present. This link disappears when the 

user scrolls down. The user needs to navigate through the horizontally placed menu 

tabs which are The School, The Programs, The Experience, Faculty & Research, 

Lifelong IE, and News and Events. This panel in addition to two links More Info, 

and Apply are on frozen panels which are always present as the user scrolls through 

the website. These links automatically show contents by simply hovering the mouse 

over, no clicking required. The menu tab “The Programs” has all the business 

programs offered. Poor browser or internet speed can dampen the user experience 
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of the website. There are some design overkill elements that can be avoided. The 

user is forced to navigate by scrolling and cannot jump to information too easily. 

(see Appendix 3.2d) 

 

5. College of Extended Learning (UNB) Website 

The website carries UNBs branding well, and contains dynamic and static 

components. The website uses the entire website space and brings out the campus-

feel with vivid imagery. On scrolling down, the top menus merge into a single 

omni-present menu, similar to the Faculty of Management website. On scrolling 

down six boxes with images provide for quick navigation to different sections and 

program choices. Each box when clicked, for example Credit studies, offers a 

dedicated space for this information unlike the Faculty of Management website. 

This is a good benchmark for the Faculty of Management website in terms of 

branding, and information accessibility. One drawback is that the UNB logo is not 

omni-present on scrolling down. (see Appendix 3.2e) 

 

4.2 University Website Recommendations 

4.2a Google Search Page (see appendix 4.1a) 

The Faculty of Management website needs to create and regularly update a 

Wikipedia page taking cues from SNHU. SNHU has made excellent use of the 

Wikipedia page to increase online presence of the university, alumni and social 

media pages. SNHU has optimised the space-use to showcase additional 

information, social media links, and adding visual brand elements, for example the 
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yellow brand colour, to the Google search page. CELs Google search page also has 

a Wiki page but some sections need updating on Wikipedia. The wiki page can have 

secondary information which does not negatively affect the SEO SEM application 

of the actual website. CEL, HBS and IEB also use the right-side panel for upcoming 

talks and events at the university. 

 

Each university has used the six links under the primary link differently. SNHU 

again, has done a great job in accommodating existing students, prospective 

students, and information seekers. The top left link, which is most visible is 

dedicated to online offerings, while the centre two links which are sandwiched are 

less visible, for existing students and parents. The links provided should be 

mutually exclusive, for example, undergraduate or graduate, online or on campus, 

to allow different users to jump to sections of the website quicker. SNHU has a 

good balance between using SEO/SEM keywords, and sentence descriptions. For 

example, the two-line description under the main link provides the primary 

attributes of the program, being affordable, the number of graduates, and number of 

programs. The information briefs need to begin with capitalized sentences.  SNHU 

and Harvard also have a search bar for users to directly search for information on 

the website. UNB should take cues from SNHU. 

 

4.2b University Website (see appendix 4.1b, c, d, & e) 

Compared to the Google search page, University websites have more room for 

customization since each there is more control over the layout, information, and 
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branding. HBS uses static and dynamic content effectively to accommodate the 

experienced and beginner online user. Except for SNHU all the universities used the 

landing page to bring out the theme or feel of the university with large images or 

video taking the entire screen width. Upon scrolling down, the program information 

is presented. Three (SNHU, HBS, CEL) out of the five universities analysed 

presented the online course offerings upon scrolling. The links provided should be 

mutually exclusive, for example, undergraduate or graduate, online or on campus, 

etc. 

 

From a design interface perspective, the Faculty of Management website must take 

cues from the CEL website. The layout of the main page is consistent with other 

pages across the website. Each link opens a large vivid image, followed by six links 

presented in clickable images. While the Faculty of Management and CEL 

website’s menus merge similarly upon scrolling, on CEL, the UNB logo disappears, 

while it remains omni-present on the FOM website. The FOM should retain this 

feature but adopt the design and layout of the CEL website. This will promote 

consistency across the look-and-feel of UNB websites, as well as improve FOMs 

current website which is unorganised, cluttered, and confusing. From an SEO/SEM 

perspective keywords like MBA/BBA/Masters/Online must be present on the 

landing page itself. Like SNHU, social media screenshots, versus clickable links, 

can showcase achievements of students, or social posts of the university online. The 

overall look and feel of CEL website presents a good transition from the current 

FOM website.  
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Chapter 3. Conclusion 

By studying various concepts on branding, human-computer interaction, and online 

education, the literature review creates the backbone for analysing various brand 

elements of online education. The literature review enables a uniform method to 

analyse and benchmark academic LMSs as well as university websites. The 

benchmarking process categorically analysed brand, interface, user-experience and 

other design elements of education institutes with similar and different 

implementation.  

 

SNHU academic LMS was chosen since its online study program is well-regarded 

and both SNHU and UNB use D2L. While there was considerable similarity in 

design and layout, there were aspects from SNHU that can be implemented for 

UNB without having to completely revamp the academic LMS or change the 

service provider. The changes suggested are reasonable, and possible.  

 

The website analysis looked at universities providing world-ranking online MBA 

programs. While the website designs are unique, it is possible to adopt how the 

information is presented and made accessible. CEL, HBS and SNHU are good 

examples of websites with accessible information, mutually exclusive links, and 

consistency across the website. CEL was included in the analysis as it presents a 

layout which is similar to FOM, but more aesthetic, and logically presented. CEL is 

also the online arm of UNB. 
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The Google search analysis of the five universities illustrated how despite a fixed 

layout with limited customization capability, there is still room to impact the online 

presence of FOM. SNHU is the benchmark in adopting the Wikipedia page to bring 

out the brand elements in addition to information. The links that SNHU chose to 

display are inclusive for current students, prospective students and information 

seekers. CEL too has a Wikipedia page which provides for additional secondary 

information. The FOM must create and update a Wikipedia page and take cues from 

SNHU on selecting the information made available on first-glance. 

 

Next Steps for Faculty of Management (UNB) 

Academic LMS 

1. The D2L login page can be redesigned since it can be customized by UNB. 

a) Image of UNB Fredericton campus. 

b) Cleaner layout with less technical jargon. 

2. Within D2L. 

a) Including the UNB red in certain places and bring out UNBs branding. 

b) Reduce the number of colours used by using line separators versus background 

colour differences. 

c) D2L must revamp the layout of the landing page and provide more useful links for 

students for example, upcoming deadlines, calendar updates, discussion posts, or 

D2L in-mails. 

d) Since course instructors are able to make primary content inputs; 
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1. D2L must introduce a word-limit for certain sections to limit the wordiness. For 

example, course names or course navigation link names. 

2. Course content should be progressively introduced on a weekly basis to prevent 

overload of information. 

3. Overhead links that do not have content must not be displayed. 

 

Google Search Page  

1. The FOM must create a Wikipedia page and update it regularly. 

a) Check out SNHU’s Wikipedia page and present information, and images in a 

similar manner. 

b) Social media icons linked to relevant pages. 

c) Notable alumni. 

d) Upcoming events. 

2. FOM must follow SNHUs choice of links presented. 

a) Link to D2L must be added. 

b) The descriptions must be SEO SEM focused and deliver information quickly. 

c) The 2-line description under the main link should mention the top 3 attributes of the 

FOM in a sentence. 

d) Introduce a UNB FOM search bar for users to directly jump to information in the 

website. 

e) Mutually exclusive links with link to online course offerings. 
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University Website Page  

1. CEL presents a website design which follows UNBs branding and is similar to 

FOMs current website. Yet, there is a considerable difference in overall user-

experience. 

a) FOM must create consistency across its website like CEL. 

i. Large landing page image spanning complete width of the browser. 

ii. 6 images with clickable links upon scrolling down. 

iii. Mutually exclusive links which help the user clearly understand how the programs 

are structured. 

iv. The online MBA should be placed here. 

b) FOM must retain the UNB logo being omni-present upon CEL unlike CEL 

2. Adopting CELs website format is achievable and brand-compliant. 

 

The Big Question 

The question remains as to whether the FOM online MBA be placed on the CEL or 

FOM website. Based on this study, all the universities with online course offerings 

clearly placed the program on the main university website. Both SNHU and HBS 

presented the online course offerings upon first scrolling down. The MBA program 

must have links on both the CEL and UNB FOM’s respective websites. However, 

the primary information must be hosted on the FOM website. Not doing so will 

create confusion for potential students who may wonder if the degree received is a 

“college” or “university” degree. While CEL should take credit for the online 

expertise provided in getting the course off the ground, the user should be 
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redirected to the FOM website, since the course content is provided by FOM, as 

well as the resulting certification on completion. 
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Chapter 4. Limitations & Future Research 

Limitations 

1. Academic LMS access related 

Since Academic LMSs are restricted and only grant access by enrolling into the 

paid study program, it was challenging to compare LMSs of other universities. As a 

result, this study had to rely on screenshots of promotional videos scattered on the 

internet. This restricted the breadth of comparison in the benchmarking process. 

2. Opportunity-cost due to time limitations 

Due to the limited time available, there is an opportunity cost in selecting one 

university’s interface over the other during the benchmarking process. The 

universities selected may not have been the best user-interface design or layout 

available online.  

3. Subjectivity and personal preferences 

Since the benchmarking was individually conducted, there is likely to be bias due to 

personal preferences and levels of subjectivity in user-experience and design. 

4. COVID-19 related  

The original plan included qualitative interviews with:  

a) UNB instructors and students for feedback on the user-experience of 

1. Academic LMS 

2. FOM Website 

b) CEL administrators would have given insight into UNBs online course format and 

layout. Due to personnel changes it was difficult to re-incorporate. 

     These interviews did not take place and the project lacks their valuable inputs. 
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Future Research 

Future research in this area should focus on gathering qualitative and quantitative 

data from students and instructors who interact with their respective academic 

LMSs. As discussed in the brand construct, how users experience the brand is 

critical to developing the brand. Both forms of data, qualitative and quantitative, are 

required every aspect of design cannot be quantified. The collection of data also 

needs to be cast out wider with careful consideration given in selection of academic 

LMSs or university websites to analyse. It might also help to incorporate the criteria 

that interface-design awards use to assess web interfaces. Feedback on the 

university website must be gathered from random information seekers from as 

many geographic regions as possible. This will provide holistic feedback on the 

university website’s interface in addition to what frequent users like students, 

parents, instructors, and other university stakeholders provide.  
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Appendices  

1. MOOC Screenshots 

1.1 Coursera: Course Landing Page  
 

 
 
1.2 edX: Course Landing Page 
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1.3 Coursera: Session Landing Page 
 

 
 
 
1.4 edX: Session Landing Page 
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1.5 Coursera: Contrast with Colour 

 
 
 
 
2. Academic LMS Interface Analysis & Design Concepts 

2.1a D2L Login Page 
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2.1b Concept D2L Login Page 

 
 
 
2.2a D2L Landing Page 
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2.2b Concept D2L Landing Page 

 
 
 
2.2c Concept Menu Dropdown 
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2.3a D2L Course Landing Page 

 
 
 
2.3b Concept Course Landing Page 
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2.3c Concept Course Landing Page (Highlighting links with mouse hover)  

 
 
 
2.3d Concept Course Landing Page (Highlighting course progress)  



 

 

3. University Website Analysis  

3.1a Faculty of Management (UNB) Google Search Page 

 

 

3.1b Harvard Business School Google Search Page 

 

 

  



 

 

3.1c Southern New Hampshire University Google Search Page 

 

3.1d IE Business School Google Search Page 

 

3.1e College of Extended Learning (UNB) Google Search Page 

 



 

 

3.2a Faculty of Management (UNB) Website 

 

 

3.2b Harvard Business School Website 

 



 

 

3.2c Southern New Hampshire University Website 

 
 
 
 
3.2d IE Business School Website 

 
 



 

 

3.2e College of Extended Learning (UNB) Website 

 
 

  



 

 

4. University Website Design Concepts 

4.1a Faculty of Management Google Search Page 
 

 
  



 

 

4.1b Faculty of Management Website Landing Page 
 

 
 
 
4.1c Faculty of Management Website Menu Dropdown 
 

 
 



 

 

 
4.1d Faculty of Management Website Scrolling Down 
 

 

 
 
4.1e Faculty of Management Website Landing Page option 2 
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