Pop-up Blockers

Pop-up blockers prevent the web browser from opening a new browser window.  They function in the way that if the browser attempts to open a new window they alert the user to this prompting to allow or cancel the action.

Pop-ups are used almost exclusively on our sites for sweepstakes, brochure registrations, and tell-a-friend emails used in combination with Flash based mini sites.

The growth of pop-up blocker usage and recent changes to their functionality is increasingly diminishing our users experience.

History

The pop-up blocker software emerged as a reaction to the pop-up tactics being employed by spamming companies.  Not only increasingly annoying, the pop-up spamming technique also increases security venerability.  As the software was originally manually installed and often purchased, it was only used by the more savvy user and they were aware of and understood its usage.

Recently pop-up blockers started coming packaged with web browsers.  The five most popular web browsers now come packaged with pop-up blockers, and with automatic upgrades they are quickly spreading.  The pop-up blocking functionality is enabled by default and it is apparent that often the users are not aware of their existence nor do they have a good understanding of their usage.  The pop-up alerts are often subtle and easily missed, and the message may seem cryptic to the average user.  Whilst they are presented with an option to allow pop-ups for the site they are simultaneously presented with the option to permanently block them, which would result in them no longer being made aware when a pop-up request is triggered for the remainder of their time on the website.

Pop-up Triggers

Browser pop-ups have 3 basic triggers

Type
Pros
Cons

HTML
· Traditionally not targeted by the pop-up blocker
· Cannot hide tool bar, status bar, scroll bar etc

· HTML cannot control position or size but the pop-up can be resized and repositioned by Javascript once opened.  In now widely used tabbed browsers changing the size and position of a pop-up opened into a new tab results in the whole browser window changing

· Now being blocked by latest pop-up blockers

Javascript
· Allows more control over the new window being opened than HTML

· Controls such as tool bar, status bar, URL bar, and scrolling can be disabled
· Blocked by pop-up blockers



Flash
Flash does not have its own trigger but uses either HTML or Javascript.
N/A

Solutions

The following are some solutions to be considered:

User Awareness

In this solution we look to simply communicate to the user that their pop-up blocking software is impeding their ability to carry out the actions they are taking.  Javascript provides us with the ability to intercept when a pop-up has been blocked.  This allows us to present to the user a more obvious and explicit awareness than their pop-up blocker.  Allowing us to educate them in their pop-up blocking software and show them how to easily add our website to their allowed site list.

Pros

Enhances the awareness of the pop-up blockers own user prompt.

Cons

Doesn't provide us with assurance that the pop-up will be seen by the user.

Javascript Light-box Pop-Ins

This type of technology is becoming increasingly adopted on the web.  Commonly the page is grayed-out and the 'pop-in' appears within the browser window.  We have the ability to give it controls such as resizing and minimizing and make it virtually identical to that if it were an actual pop-up, but it only lives within the frame of the current page.

Pros

This is not just a solution but an improvement.  The elegance of the light-box effect far surpasses the messiness of multiple windows.  We are able to maintain metrics effectively as the pop-ins are still separate pages.

Cons

If page is Flash based it requires 'wmode' to be enabled.  When this is enabled it allows the Flash movie to have third party content placed over it, but it is more memory intensive and can have undesired effects.

Javascript Pop-Ins

An answer to the 'wmode' issue the light-box pop-in method has.  The Flash movie is hidden and the pop-in may then appear.  A grayed-out background image could be implemented to mimic the true light-box effect.

Pros

In Flash 'wmode' can be disabled.

Cons

Not as elegant as with the light-box effect.

Flash Pop-Ins

Pros

Similar to Javascript pop-ins but giving us even more control ascetically and functionally.  Will make the experience extremely effective and transitionally smooth and allow us to redefine how we interact with and gather data from the user.

Cons

Could present a concern over security and requires further investigation into whether the flash would require to be hosted securely and the implications of this.

Conclusion

The pop-up blocker has emerged as a user driven desire to improve their web experience.  As we often see happen on the webesphere when a collective decision is made the revolution is swift and a new standard is soon born.  As shapers of the web we need to embrace this change and move quickly to adapt so that we do not hinder the experience of our users.

For non flash based pages we should employ light-box pop-ins.  This is a graceful solution and has the advantage of respecting the current metrics and form processing models allowing the technology to be built and deployed much faster.

For Flash based players, creating a web based service is the obvious solution.  It's not only a solution but a vast improvement.  Moving the technology away from HTML and into Flash gives us the opportunity to expand on our creativity with forms.  The major disadvantage of this solution is it requires much planning and possible overhauls of the way we capture metrics and form data.  An advantage to be seen here is an opportunity to reassess old technologies allowing ourselves to improve if needed.  It would be a project involving the careful planning of multiple teams and by no means a quick solution.

Therefore for flash based pages we should adopt the non light-box pop-ins.  This will be easily extended into the light-box library and be rapidly deployable, allowing us time if we find necessary to build a robust and easily abstracted forms web service and an accompanying Flash API library for flash vendors.

Once implemented these solutions will resolve the pop-up situation as well as enhancing our users experience.

