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Introduction


The paper endeavours to analyse how different religious institutions express themselves through the most powerful tool of communication, the Internet. According to Karaflogka  “an extended research on how denominational differences are expressed in ICT’s (Information Communication Technology) would be interesting and illuminating”.
  From churches to mosques, from temples to pagodas, the architecture and the decorative style of religious buildings reflect the affiliation to a certain denomination based on their doctrine, traditions and cultural aspects. This article aims to determine if religious identity and tradition is transposed into its online representation. The emphasis of the study is placed on the aesthetic dimension of religious websites, aiming to fill the gap which exists in this research area. In terms of religious web design patterns, the aesthetic aspect has been neglected so far by scholars, with the work of Baab
 and Karaflogka
  being among the few who approached the subject. Configuring the aesthetics of the religious websites, Karaflogka
 highlighted the importance and impact of website ‘Iconography’.

Graham
 connects Christian theology with visual arts perceiving them as linked media which reflects the world reality. In terms of denominations, the focus is on European Catholicism and Orthodoxy, highlighting the visual and audio expression of religion on the Internet.  Concluding her view over the aesthetic aspects of religious websites, Karaflogka emphasised:”the design of a site reflects the past, present and to some extent the future of its discourse.“
 similar to Panofsky`s iconological interpretation of Titian`s “Allegory of prudence”. It remains to be proven how these two denominations encompass  aesthetics aspects and how their online presence is influenced by their doctrine and traditions.  


 Religion online and Online Religion-the beginnings 

Nowadays, the Internet is a quintessential medium of publicity and a vital medium of communication. The popularity of the Internet has motivated religious institutions to launch new questions and debates which previously did not concern them. As a result, these institutions started to perceive, in a similar manner, the information and communication technologies as traditional forms of communication.
When referring to religion on the Internet one should have in mind the plethora of denominations existent around the world.  Amongst these denominations, some have connections with the real world and are supported by religions with strong traditions and long history, whereas others belong to a newer concept of religion which is strictly virtual. Trying to classify these research concepts, scholars created two categories: religions online and online religions. The pioneers in defining these two main groups are Helland and Hadden and Cowan and their perceptions are depicted in Table 1, below. 

	
	Religion online
	Online religion

	Helland

	“an organized attempt to utilize traditional forms of communication to present religion based upon a vertical conception of control, status and authority”
	”invites the visitor to participate in the religious dimension of life via the web”

	Hadden and Cowan

	“information about religion: doctrine, organization and belief; service and opportunities for service; religious books and articles”
	”invites the visitor to participate in the religious dimension of life via the web”

	White

	“controlled by the church authorities”
	“responds to the nature of the medium, unstructured, open and non-hierarchical”


Table 1: Religion-online and online-religion definitions

Fisher-Nielsen
 metaphorically described the difference between religion online and online religion by associating them with Web 1.0(one-way communication from sender to user) and Web 2.0(interactive communication), respectively. The difference between religion online and online religion was described as existing in “community rather than opposition”.
 Another hypothesis suggests the majority of religious websites implement both religion-online and online-religion. The same idea is shared by Helland
  claiming religious websites at the beginning of religious institutions web life, implemented  both concepts and as a consequence of the information and interactivity provided, they were “ the most dynamic and the most active”. 

Religious Websites Categories

Based on Sharot's classification, Karaflogka
 grouped religious websites into five categories: elite, popular, formal, subjective and scholarly. Another attempt to categorise religious websites was made by Fisher-Nielsen
:

1. The electronic church newspaper -considered the most used type of church website in which the user can find information about the church and its activities;

2. The  interactive websites;

3. The virtual church which aims to imitate the real religious practice in cyberspace. 

The two categories addressed by this paper are elite and formal websites. According to Karaflogka
, the elite websites target a global audience and  are representative of the entire system to which they belong, such as the Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarchate website. Dioceses, churches, monasteries websites, as well as other official institutions websites were included in the formal category. 

Catholic and Orthodox perceptions regarding the Internet

The Internet as a means of communication for religious institutions was perceived differently by scholars.  As a result of research among Singapore's Internet web masters and users, Kluver
 emphasised the Internet is understood as a ‘positive tool for religious communities’ and ‘a complement of worship’ enhancing the relationship with God. By contrast, some of the Catholic priests interviewed were either reserved, or against the Internet, questioning the morality of the Internet and the interpersonal aspects.   The major role of media in the Catholic Church was highlighted three decades ago by the then Pope Paul VI who affirmed the Church “would feel guilty before the Lord if it failed to use the media for evangelization”.
  As a consequence, the Catholic Church launched their YouTube channel in 2005 which became very active around 2008 and in 2009 the Pope joined the biggest socialising network in the world, Facebook.  Faimau
 remarked the Roman Catholic Church treats the Internet with special attention, being the first religion to promote evangelization through the Internet. The Communio and Progressio pontifical document considered media as a ‘gift of God’
 while the former Pope, John Paul II regarded media as “the first Areopagus of the modern age”.

Nevertheless, a conference of the Italian bishops held in Assisi disclosed the potential dangers of the Internet by its decentralized nature.
 In terms of innovation, the former Pope called for an integration of the church message in the latest form of communication. The church and the Internet pontifical document enumerated some of the activities in which the Internet can be relevant for the church such as evangelization, news and information, apologetics, pastoral counselling, governance, administration and emphasised the church has to use the Internet as a ‘tool of internal communication’.
 Moreover, Wyche et all
 spotted the church's need for communication in respect of informing and attracting new religious adherents.Nevertheless, the Vatican expressed their concerns about certain religious websites labelling themselves as Catholic without being affiliated to any source of authority, which may lead to confusion. If the Catholic Church has emerged in the new era of communication, the Orthodox Church, although present on the Internet, did not openly discuss the phenomenon and challenges encountered on the Internet. In 2009, the Orthodox Church of Belarus suggested to the local government the need for regulation with regard to the potential dangers existent on the Internet. On this occasion, the Metropolitan Filaret defined the Internet as an ”open door to the world  which has enormous influence on people’s minds.” 

Catholic and Orthodox website particularities

Religious websites represent a special category in terms of web design due to their textual and visual content, which have to meet both the constraints of technology and ‘the conventions of traditions’.
 In this regard, one could observe the differences between traditional religions and new religious movements. For instance, traditional and doctrinal based religions are prone to more religious constraints in adopting Internet tools.  Based on religious websites analysis, Jacobs
 emphasised religious institutions are not embracing the real potential of the Internet and are influenced by tradition. Furthermore, Helland
 noticed the traditional religious websites, such as Vatican's practice a ‘one to many communication’ by not giving the users a chance to provide any additional information to the original message. 

Although full of useful information regarding the Catholic faith, the Vatican's website was criticised for the same lack of interactivity by  Højsgaard
and for the lack of external links to other websites, by Zaleski.
 Analysing the Vatican website, Helland
, had assumed it was developed in accordance with the Pope's requirements, who affirmed the Internet will help the church to ‘fulfil its mission’.
 Despite the above critics, the Roman Catholic Church expressed its desire to promote an interactive way of communication through the The church and Internet pontifical document. At that time, it has been noticed the Internet was ‘blurring’ the traditional one-way communication belonging to religious institutions. Other pontifical documents Aetatis Novae and Ethics in Communications reported the importance of two-way communication between the church and its followers. According to the The church and Internet document, the Internet has the necessary resources for enhancing this communication.
 In terms of Orthodoxy, church leaders have not provided an official statement regarding the ways in which the religious message could be propagated through the Internet. 

Religious visual representations in Orthodoxy and Catholicism

For a better understanding of the visual expression of religious institutions in cyberspace, an insight regarding the Christian (Orthodox and Catholic) perception of the visual images into real life is provided. The impressive number of visual images existing in churches, books, liturgies and domestic devotions was remarked on by Moore.
 The relationship between Christian theology and the visual arts has to be seen as complementary and interdependent.
Historically speaking, Moore
 argues visual symbols and images in ancient religions were used prior to written texts. Tomas Aquinas cited by Taylor
 explained the understanding process of mankind relies on image. It is believed art, through its components, has a more significant role than has been acknowledged in the past, greater than many theological affirmations.
 Rahner, cited by Graham
 stressed art provides religion what cannot be expressed in verbal theology. 

A historical overview of religious visual elements

Although nowadays most of the Christian church buildings exhibit a large amount of religious symbols, most of the actual visual images were adopted only in the fourth century
. According to Moore
, the first three centuries AD were marked by the use of aniconic symbols. Moreover, most of the Christian writers of the second and third centuries such as Irineus, Origen, Clement of Alexandria and Eusebiu of Caesarea were against the representation of sacred through images.  The oldest wall painting in the Christian history dates back to 232-233 AD and includes Old and New Testament representations.
 Yet, some of the Eastern Christian authors encouraged and justified the use of religious images in the fourth century such as Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa. In terms of Catholicism and Orthodoxy use of images, Demos cited by Moore emphasised the remarkable role of the Byzantine empire, which carried forward the ancient Greek style,  for Western Europe, providing to “the medieval Europe a sense of harmony and colour and a spiritual humanism”.
 In the Eastern Christian world, the representation of sacred through images-the icons- reached its climax in 787 when they were proclaimed as important as the Bible.  Icons were asserted as another means of revelation, explaining and completing the Divine Liturgy.
 The decision of the Seventh Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (787) decreed:” holy images, whether painted or made of mosaic or other suitable material, are to be exposed in the holy churches of God, on sacred instruments and vestments, on walls and panels, in houses and by public ways”.
 Some scholars emphasised the Byzantine tradition was kept with strictness by the Eastern Orthodox church and more importantly its patterns have not been changed through the centuries as had happened in Western Christianity.
 From this point of view, the fracture between East and West was perceived as an antithesis between sacred and profane.
 

Catholic and Orthodox perception on visual elements

Since the 1054 Great Schism the use of images was kept with strictness in the East (Orthodoxy) whilst the West (Catholicism) has accepted different changes imposed by the progress of art.
 Homan
  revealed the main difference between Eastern and Western religious art as being related to the artists place in his creation with Orthodoxy focusing on traditional prototypes and Catholicism embracing the personal reputation of the artist.  According to Vasilescu
 the Orthodox Church painting norms were gradually formed in time and influenced by the visions of founders and painters. As a consequence, the painting of a parish would differ in comparison to a cathedral's or a monastery. It can be assumed a parish church website would have a different design in comparison to a patriarchate or diocese's website, but further research is required. 

Nevertheless, the Western church admitted the didactic role of the images-panel paintings
 through the voice of the Pope Gregory I in particular, perceiving them as links between man and God.  In a 599 letter sent to Bishop Serenus of Marseilles, Pope Gregory the Great discusses the use of images in the church:”For a picture is displayed in churches on this account, in order that those who do not know letters may at least read by seeing on the walls what they are unable to read in books.”
 Even in the mediaeval times, the general council of Trent(1563) pronounced on the role of images:” the images of Christ, of the Virgin Mother of God and of the other saints are to be kept and preserved, in places of worship especially”.

Vasilescu
 stressed the importance of icon painting requirements in the Orthodox church stating icons are not created primarily for aesthetics purposes but represent ‘theology in images’. Transposing religious images into the virtual world does not require certain canonical norms for webmasters in terms of aesthetics, but one could question if website design is influenced, by any means, by religious doctrinal aspects.  Bazin spotted the role aesthetics plays in religion online, alleging many religious websites are built around artistic themes with welcoming pages and graphic designs, in a way that “art is a doorway to the virtual world”.
 

Religious symbols, images and colours

A symbol is defined as” something that represents or stands for something else”
 and because of the first centuries persecutions, under the Roman Empire, symbols played an important role for Christians.  Attempts in classifying religious symbols were made by scholars and some of them are depicted in the Table 2, below. 

	Author
	Symbol category

	Geldard

	1)purely symbolical or allegorical;

2)doctrinal: the divine hand, the interlaced triangles;

3)metaphorical: Christ as a Shepherd;

4)historical: the saltire of Saint Andrew;

5)official: the mitre, the Papal tiara, the helmet, the staff;

6)representative;

7)canting;

8) traditional.

	Van Leeuwen

	1)abstract symbols, commonly used in the Middle Ages such as: Christ halo represented by a round with a cross, God depicted in the shape of triangle and square haloes for church donors;

2)figurative symbols such as Christ illustrated  as a lion. 


Table 2: Religious symbols categories

Moore defined religious images as more complex than symbols, “as a mode of revelation of the 'hidden' God partly revealing and partly concealing”
 and classified them into iconic and aniconic.  The early Christian sources of images were: wall paintings, wall mosaics, panel paintings and icons, the illustration of books, sculptures, sarcophagi, statues, portraits and inscriptions.
 In present times these sources are still available and most of them are depicted in various online ways. It was determined, establishing a definite meaning for colour represents a complex task
 especially as every culture has its own meaning towards colours.
 Even though, some scholars expressed their view on religious colours in Christianity in Table 3.

	Colour
	Author

	
	Geldard

	Hulme

	 Steffler


	Black
	Death;
	Spiritual darkness;
	Solemnity, negation

	Blue
	
	Faith;
	Heaven, infinity,  spiritual love, truth, fidelity, constancy;

	Brown and grey
	
	
	Mortification, mourning and humility;

	Gold and yellow
	
	
	Purity, divinity and kingship. In eastern Orthodoxy gold symbolize perfection and the light of heaven;

	Green
	The life of Christians;
	Hope;
	Growth, fertility, life;

	Purple/violet
	Fasting;
	
	Sorrow and penitence, royalty;

	Red
	The fire of love which the Holy Ghost kindles and sheds forth within us;
	Ardent love, burning zeal for the faith;
	Blood of Christ and the martyrs;

	White and silver
	Innocence, glory and joy;
	Innocence of souls, purity of thought, holiness of live;
	Purity.


Table 3: Religious meanings of colours

The overview meaning of religious visual elements and religious colours with regard to Orthodoxy and Catholicism provides a wide understanding of how these features could be embedded in religious websites. 

Online aesthetics

As shown in the previous chapter, ever since the beginnings of Christianity there has been a strong link between images and written texts, which have been preserved in a different manner by Orthodoxy and Catholicism. Historically, images have always played an important role for Christianity and consequently, images have been included in religious websites. Barthes, cited by van Leeuwen
 argued images could extend the meaning of texts and vice versa which can be observed in the case of the religious denominations websites chosen to be analysed. Images as well as sounds, words and objects have all been considered as signs and they can be interpreted as meaning something to someone. Aesthetics was approached and considered relevant in relation to religious websites because persuasion is often the outcome of communities or individuals making use of signs and symbols.

Aesthetics was defined as a “a predominantly affect-driven evaluative response to the visual Gestalt of an object”.
 The Internet as a communication channel relies on visual aspects, thus the scholars were challenged by analysing the visual content on the Internet. Every visual aspect has its own voice
 and contributes to the meaning of the website.   Since websites are collections of signs, they are assumed to be signs
 and means of visual communication.
 The ubiquity of signs and symbols into web design, known as visual metaphor, empowered scholars to assess  web design using aesthetics principles. For instance, Baab
 evaluated religious websites belonging to three different denominations by employing variables, established after examining the most prominent websites of the considered congregations. Bell
 emphasised the importance of defining variables and their values in conducting visual content analysis. The process of defining variables and values has to be unambiguous and for this reason represents a difficult task for researchers. Based on quantitative principles, the visual content analysis provides a “background map of a domain of visual representation”.
 Utilising this ‘map’, a qualitative analysis of the visual elements based on semiotics principles could be conducted, but this process is not the object of this study. 

Methodology

Both qualitative and quantitative methods have been found suitable to answer the research questions. The qualitative methods include a visual analysis part and an open-ended web based survey question analysis. The quantitative research has been performed by analysing the visual data and the multiple answers of the web-based survey. Piyasirivej
 associated quantitative methods with deduction, starting with an assumption, supported by empirical evidence, while qualitative methods were associated with induction, from observation to assumption. Qualitative research implies various methods and enables “the researcher to explore the social world in an attempt to access and understand the unique ways that individuals and communities inhabit it”
.  This perception was used to encompass the webmasters apprehension towards religious websites.  Developed for social sciences in studying socio-cultural aspects, the qualitative methods can be shaped for information systems and computing as well.
 As part of both qualitative and quantitative research, the ‘informant ethnography’
 has been undertaken. Informant ethnography involves not only web site analysis but also interaction with webdesigners and owners of these websites.

 Campbell
 detailed informant ethnography, as “observational analysis” into three main stages:

-web site analysis;

-online observation;

-interviews with webmasters and users.

 In order to ascertain visual web design patterns for both Catholicism and Orthodoxy, an equal number of websites belonging to these denominations was proposed for analysis. For the purpose of this study, "Catholic websites" referred to official Catholic institutions websites of: Conferences of Bishops, Archdioceses, Dioceses and Parishes, while "Orthodox websites" referred to official Orthodox institutions websites of: Orthodox Patriarchates, Metropolises, Episcopates and Parishes. In determining the websites belonging to Catholicism and Orthodoxy, Baab’s method
 for selecting websites was undertaken. Considering the Orthodox and Catholic Church organization, the top level institutions websites of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople and the Vatican were initially chosen. In the further process, the remaining Catholic and Orthodox websites were selected according to their hierarchical importance. The first step in the website analysis was to determine a conceptual framework containing visual elements, further used for establishing the web design patterns specific to each denomination.   In identifying the categories of visual elements by religious meanings the Barthian levels of denotation and connotation were acknowledged.  Based on Baab
 research, a set of variables including their meaning  was established.  To name but a few, the variables cover the following features:

· the complexity of the website.

· the type of images used

· the use of symbols and graphics.

· the colours used

· religious objects transposed in the virtual world through images

· audio/video features


 A feature checklist was used in order to register the presence or absence of a certain element and for counting the occurrences of   visual elements for each website. The process of investigating aesthetic aspects determined also the location of the visual elements in respect to web design structure. Consequently, the preponderance of visual elements in: introductory page, header, content, background and footer was evaluated in both denominations. The visual aspects of the websites were analysed both individually and within the whole picture of the website design, for observing larger patterns. Mullet and Sano
  argued in user computer interfaces, images have to be perceived as a group and not individually. Similar to Thurlow
, the descriptive visual analysis adopted for this study has identified differences, similarities and patterns between chosen websites. What remains relevant for this study is a set of patterns in similarities or differences which could be drawn from the comparison of religious websites belonging to different denominations. These website design patterns can represent denomination values and identities through different aesthetics approaches. In the light of the study, the questionnaires complemented the visual analysis in determining the web design patterns attributed to different denominations. The questionnaires were chosen as a method which involves few resources and can gather a high volume of either qualitative or quantitative data.


The process of developing the questionnaires was divided into three phases based on  Cantoni
 model :

1.pilot phase consisting of acknowledgement emails sent  to religious webmasters;

2.main phase involving a web based survey sent via email to webmasters; 

3.reminding phase consisting of second emails requiring survey completion from webmasters. 

The questions were designed both open and closed ended for gathering different forms of data, referred to by Oates
 as factual data and opinions. Both types of questions were developed according to Oates
 recommendations. The questionnaire was hosted and built  using QuestionPro online survey tools. An email  containing the link to the survey was sent to the chosen  religious institutions webmasters. The online survey was available on the Internet for two weeks and during this time, twenty one respondents completed the  questionnaire: eleven from Catholic institutions and ten representing Orthodox institutions. 

Analysis

To accomplish the article objectives, visual analysis was performed on twenty-four websites chosen for analysis (Tables 4 and 5). 

	Institution
	Website

	Ecumenical Patriarchate 
	www.patriarchate.org

	Patriarchate of Alexandria 
	www.greekOrthodox-alexandria.org

	Patriarchate of Antioch 
	www.antiochpat.org

	Patriarchate of Jerusalem 
	www.jerusalem-patriarchate.info

	Patriarchate of Moscow 
	www.patriarchia.ru/ 

	Patriarchate of Serbia 
	www.spc.rs/ 

	Patriarchate of Romania 
	www.patriarhia.ro/ 

	Patriarchate of Bulgaria 
	www.bg-patriarshia.bg 

	Patriarchate of Georgia 
	www.patriarchate.ge/ 

	Church of Cyprus 
	www.Churchofcyprus.org.cy

	Church of Greece 
	www.ecclesia.gr 

	Church of Albania 
	www.Orthodoxalbania.org 


Table 4: List of Orthodox websites analysed

	Institution
	Website

	Vatican 
	www.vatican.va 

	Austrian Bishop's Conference
	www.bischofskonferenz.at/ 

	Episcopal Conference of Belgium
	www.catho.be/ 

	Spanish Episcopal Conference
	www.conferenciaepiscopal.es/ 

	Bishop's Conference of France
	www.eglise.catholique.fr/ 

	German Bishop's Conference
	www.dbk.de/ 

	Irish Catholic Bishop's Conference
	www.Catholicbishops.ie/ 

	Italian Episcopal Conference
	www.chiesacattolica.it/ 

	Hungarian Catholic Bishop's Conference
	http://uj.katolikus.hu/ 

	Bishops' Conference of the Netherlands
	www.katholieknederland.nl/ 

	Polish Episcopal Conference
	www.episkopat.pl/ 

	Portuguese Episcopal Conference
	www.ecclesia.pt/ 


Table 5: List of Catholic websites analysed

Visual analysis

An evaluation form, shaped on an X/Y basis was created for analysing the websites individually. The form comprised the visual variables mentioned above and, more importantly, for the purpose of the study, their positioning in the website structure. Five website components served as positioning categories: header, content, background, footer and introductory page.  It has been noticed the Orthodox websites have, in their composition, more visual representations in comparison to the Catholic ones. A reason for that might be the use of introductory pages in these two denominations. Whilst in Orthodoxy, seven out of twelve websites incorporated introductory pages in their design, in Catholicism, only the Vatican website embedded this feature. 


Visual elements positioning in Orthodox and Catholic websites


In terms of visual elements positioning (Figure 1), it can be noticed  the Catholic websites have maintained their backgrounds and footers almost clear of any visual elements, with almost 85% of the total images in the content and 13% in the header. On the other hand, in the Orthodox websites a higher variety of visual can be observed, with about 53% of the visual elements in the content, 19% in the introductory pages, 14% in the header and 13% in the background.  

[image: image1.jpg]Header __Background ___Content Footer
Orihodox Catholic.

ieader T3.55%] T4.57%]

[Content 52.63%| 53.09%)

ackground 12.83%] 0.47%|

ooter T.55%) 0.47%|

by e T8 86%)| 0.56%





Figure 1: Images positioning in Orthodox and Catholic websites

Summarising the above figures, it is perceived the header presents a similar amount of visual aspects in both denominations, whilst important differences are reflected in content, background and introductory pages. The noticeable variation between the introductory pages of Catholic and Orthodox websites is explained, not by the amount of visual elements in these pages, but by the absence of the introductory pages in most of the Catholic websites.

Visual elements categories

For highlighting the positioning of particular visual elements in the design of the Orthodox and Catholic Websites, the initial twenty variables employed in this research were grouped into seven categories: 


1.religious icons;


2.religious graphics;

3.images of clergy;

4.images of people;

5.buildings' images; 

6.coat of arms(logos);

7. multimedia. 
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Figure 2: Orthodox visual elements categories

One can notice that in the content of the Orthodox websites (Figure 2), the most predominant visual elements are religious graphics (16.37%) and images of clergy (14.63%). Another significant category of visual items in Orthodoxy is represented by religious icons (12.50%), which are equally dispersed between the content and the introductory pages. Images depicting people(2.43%) were observed primarily in the content and constituted  the least  populated category. Images of buildings and multimedia features were noticed in header, content and introductory pages, whilst logos were mainly part of the header and introductory pages. In terms of Catholic website content (Figure 3), the emphasis yields on images revealing clergy (15.45%) and people (14.49%) followed by religious graphics and logos with 8.21% of the total visual elements.  Religious icons (4.34%), images of  buildings (4.83%) and multimedia (6.76%) were the categories with a lower representation. Logos were predominantly found in the header, whilst the background, footer and introductory pages contained an insignificant amount of visual aspects. 
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Figure 3: Catholic visual elements categories

When it comes to the overall visual elements (Figure 4), there are several variations between Orthodox and Catholic websites. The percentages of the visual categories were generated from the total number of images of each denomination.    
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Figure 4: Comparison of visual elements categories by denomination

Firstly, it is clear that Orthodoxy uses  twice as many  religious graphics and three times more religious icons in comparison with Catholicism. Secondly, the images revealing people are far more apparent in the Catholic websites being about 14% of the total images in comparison with only 2% in the Orthodoxy. Nevertheless, the presence of images depicting clergy, logos and the instances of multimedia were similar in both denominations.

Visual elements positioning in Orthodox and Catholic websites

The positioning of visual elements in the case of Orthodox and Catholic websites are depicted in Figures 5 and 6. 

Header

The main items incorporated in the header of Orthodox websites are logos, multimedia, religious icons and buildings. Catholic websites have shown a different approach in this matter by including logos, religious graphics, people and clergy in their headers. It is interesting to notice that Catholicism preferred the use of images, depicting clergy and people, instead of multimedia and religious icons predominantly used by Orthodoxy.

Content 

By observing these websites for more than two months, it has been noticed their contents are prone to change. For instance, about 17% of both Catholic and Orthodox website images were incorporated in their news content and in some cases were updated daily. As a consequence, the quantification of the content visual aspects is not an accurate process and often subject to change. Nevertheless, at the moment of the visual analysis, both denominations had adopted a large amount of images depicting clergy in their content. Another significant category of images in the content of the Catholic websites was represented by people. By contrast, this category was not illustrative in the case of Orthodoxy, which emphasised the presence of religious graphics.

Background

The general trend of the twenty four websites showed clear backgrounds except for two Orthodox websites which embedded religious icons and graphics.

Footer

In general, the only visual element contained in the footer of the Catholic websites was the logo of the institution analysed, while in Orthodox websites, apart from the logo, religious icons and graphics were used.

Introduction page

It was acknowledged Catholic websites do not generally develop introductory pages, the only exception to this rule being the Vatican website. Its introductory page utilised logos and building images. On the other hand, 60% of the Orthodox websites implemented introductory pages, which were the place for adding religious icons and graphics, buildings, logos and multimedia.
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Figure 5: Visual elements positioning in Catholic websites
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Figure 6: Visual elements positioning in Orthodox websites

The main differences exposed above, could lead one to assume that Orthodoxy is focused on transposing the religious graphics and icons from real life into the online world, whereas the main focus of Catholicism is on people.

Colour findings in Catholicism and Orthodoxy websites

The final part of the visual analysis endeavours to reveal the similarities and differences with regard to the colours used by these denominations in their website design. The predominant colours of three main web design components: header, body and background were counted for each denomination. The colour names have been defined adopting W3school list and in case of variances the proximate colour was selected.

Orthodoxy colour scheme

As it can be observed in Table 6, the Orthodox website colours vary across countries but some association could be determined. For instance, 50% of the headers contain variations of blue.  The content of the majority of the websites utilised white, grey and yellow; the only exception being the gold sand effects encountered in two Greek Orthodox websites. In terms of background colours, grey was applied by one third of the Orthodox websites, while the remaining websites used either red, gold or white. From the table below we can conclude that six colours were most frequently utilised in the Orthodox website design: blue, red, grey, gold, white and yellow.

	Predominant colours in Orthodox websites

	
	Header
	Body
	Background

	Albania
	Red
	Yellow
	

	Alexandria
	Red 
	Grey, red
	Red 

	Antioch
	Red 
	Light yellow
	Red 

	Bulgaria
	Gold,red green
	White, gold
	White

	Cyprus
	Blue
	Light grey
	Grey and gold

	Ecumenical
	Bordeaux 
	
	Burly wood

	Georgia
	Blue
	White
	Grey 

	Greece
	Gold sand effect
	Gold sand effect
	Gold sand effect

	Jerusalem
	Gold mosaic 
	Gold sand effect
	Gold sand effect

	Romania
	Light blue
	White
	Steady grey

	Russia
	Blue
	White, grey
	White and grey

	Serbia
	White,blue, gold
	White 
	Blue 


Table 6: Orthodox websites colours

Catholicism colour scheme 

In comparison to Orthodoxy, one could observe from the Table 7, the consistency of colours in Catholic websites. The header colours are usually white and grey in almost equal proportion with some traces of red, blue and yellow. The contents and backgrounds of the Catholic websites are preponderantly white and grey  the only exception being the Vatican  website, which adopted a background similar to  Jerusalem and Greek websites.

	Predominant colours in Catholic websites

	
	Header
	Body
	Background

	Austria
	White, red
	White 
	Grey

	Belgium 
	White,blue 
	White
	White

	France
	White, blue
	White 
	Grey  

	Germany
	Grey, yellow
	Light grey
	Grey 

	Hungary
	Bordeaux,yellow
	White 
	Old lace

	Ireland
	White, red
	White, grey
	White 

	Italy 
	White, grey
	White, grey
	White 

	Netherlands
	Grey 
	White 
	Grey 

	Poland
	Grey 
	Grey, white 
	Grey 

	Portugal
	Light grey
	Light grey
	Grey 

	Spain 
	White 
	White 
	White 

	Vatican
	Gold 
	Gold  
	Gold  


Table 7: Catholic websites colours

Founded on these outcomes, it can be noticed  Orthodoxy tends to use blue, gold and red, while Catholicism is more keen on white and grey. Nevertheless, it is hard to establish the colour pallet for each denomination despite analysing twenty four websites. It would have been interesting to discover the  webmasters opinions in order to determine if there was any meaning in choosing particular colours. Unfortunately, as mentioned before, only three of the above institutions agreed to provide answers to the research questions. Their thoughts and other webmasters views are discussed in the following chapters. Furthermore, the colours are of great importance with regard to the usability issues  but the matter is covered in the next chapters as well. 

Religious webmasters survey results

Religious websites purpose

The first questions were open-ended and their aim was to ascertain the purposes of the analysed websites. From the information collected,  a similarity  has been noticed between the two denominations approached in this study. Seven Catholic and five Orthodox webmasters emphasised the informational character of their websites. Other purposes of the websites  included evangelisation or simple institutional presentations.

Necessity of religious visual elements

 Regarding the necessity of religious visual elements on their websites the answers were approximatively identical, with 80% of the Orthodox respondents and  72% of the Catholic  approving visual elements implementation. 
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Figure 7: Religious visual aspects necessity in Orthodoxy and Catholicism

Visual elements categories-overview of Orthodox and Catholic websites

The results shown in Figure 8, are significantly relevant when compared with the visual analysis results in the previous chapter. One can observe that Orthodoxy insists on religious icons(90%), religious graphics(100%) and multimedia features(75%) while  Catholicism  emphasises on religious graphics(90%) followed by icons(72.73%) and  human aspects(72.73%). It can be noticed that Orthodoxy focuses on religious graphics and multimedia more than Catholicism, while the latter accentuates the human aspects. Another notable difference was in the implementation of Church paintings in website design: only 18% of the Catholic webmasters considered them appropriate while 50% of the Orthodox webmasters revealed their willingness to implement them. These results complement the findings of the visual analysis presented earlier in this paper. In addition,  one of the Catholic webmasters insisted on the presence of people’s images stating the Catholic websites should be “as far as possible people oriented”. Besides the visual elements included in the questionnaire, a Catholic webmaster suggested the importance of “informative and trustworthy links to other websites”. 
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Figure 8: religious visual elements according to webmasters opinions

Visual elements positioning in Orthodox and Catholic websites

In terms of visual components positioning, the majority of Orthodox webmasters (90%) ascertained the header as the most suitable place for visual components while only 63% of the Catholic webmasters shared the same view. 70% of the Orthodox webmasters considered the introductory pages an appropriate location for including religious visual aspects. Also, an important amount of Catholic webmasters(54%) considered the introductory page and body opportune for visual content. Paradoxically, from  twelve Catholic websites analysed only one had an introductory page.  As an additional observation, only two of the eleven Catholic websites administrated by the survey respondents have intro pages in their design. These websites were not the subject of the visual or usability analysis, but their mentioning was determined by the contrast between the survey answers and reality.  These findings are depicted in Figure 9, below. 
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Figure 9: Religious visual elements positioning according to webmasters opinions

Header's visual elements

The header has been perceived as the most important element in the website structure. Being the first  visible area for users when visiting websites, the header has been approached as the identity of the entire website. For this reason, one of the questions  aimed to depict what visual aspects would best suit a website header from the denominations' point of view.  As depicted in Figure 10, Orthodox webmasters considered religious icons and coats of arms, both with 60%, have a vital role in header's design followed by religious graphics(40%) and institutions' buildings(40%). On the other hand, the Catholic webmasters conceived coats of arms as an indispensable header element with 63.64%, succeeded by religious icons(54.55%). Contrasting both denominations, it can once more be observed the higher tendency of Orthodoxy (40%) in using religious graphics and icons in comparison with Catholicsim (9%). Additionally, images of people were considered appropriate for headers by a higher number of Orthodoxy webmasters (30%) in comparison to Catholicism (18.80%).
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Figure 10: Header's visual elements according to webmasters

The above findings correlated with the visual analysis results, indicate that the headers of both Orthodox and Catholic websites are likely to have religious icons and coats of arms(logos) embedded.   

Meaning of colours in Catholicism and Orthodoxy

Firstly, when asked if there was any meaning behind the choice of colours in their websites (Figure 11), about 70% of the Orthodox web masters answered positively. By contrast, only 36% of Catholic web designers chose the colours in  relation to  religious meanings. 
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Figure 11: Religious colour meaning 

These outcomes, associated with the colours depicted in the visual analysis, might prove the high diversity of colours in Orthodoxy is not incidental, but influenced by religious meaning. Also, the abundance of white and grey in the Catholic websites could be the result of the absence of meaning behind the colours used. 
Furthermore, the responses provided by these webmasters in terms of colour significance, strengthen the results gathered so far. For instance, five out of six Orthodox webmasters brought evidence of religious colour meanings and four of these were almost identical. The colours most cited were blue, red and gold, and their meaning is shown in Table 8.
Therefore, it can be observed the predominant Orthodox colours revealed by the visual analysis match the webmasters opinions. In addition, one of the Orthodox webmasters stated colours have to be inspired by the Orthodox iconography tradition. 

In regards to the Catholic webmasters, only two out of ten linked the colours used to religious significance. One response was related to the colours of the liturgical year but just for seasonal pages while the other referred to olive and yellow as rest, harmony, peace, growth and hope. 

	Colours
	Gold 
	Blue 
	Red

	webmaster1
	Uncreated Light 
	Sky
	

	webmaster2
	God's light
	
	

	webmaster3
	Liturgical colour
	Liturgical colour
	Liturgical colour

	webmaster4
	Grace
	
	

	webmaster5
	God's kingdom
	
	Heavenly King


Table 8: Religious colours meaning in Orthodoxy

Orthodox and Catholic web design patterns

The questionnaire outcomes complement the visual analysis and usability preliminary findings. In the case of Orthodox websites, one could observe the high rate of religious graphics, the variety of colours and their religious meaning, the abundance of multimedia features and the trend of using introductory pages . On the other hand, the Catholic websites proved to be more people oriented, with few introductory pages and multimedia gadgets and a linear choice of colours.   As a practical result of contrasting  the visual analysis results and webmasters opinions, a set of commonalities for each denomination is highlighted in Tables 9 and 10 below. 

	Orthodoxy

	1)High amount of religious icons, graphics and symbols;

	2)Positioning of religious graphics in headers, intro pages and contents;

	3)Use of religious graphics and logos in headers;

	4)The requisite of intro pages;

	5) Predominant used colours are: gold, blue and red;

	6) Religious meaning behind the choice of colours.


Table 9: Orthodox websites patterns

	Catholicism

	1)Average amount of religious icons, graphics and symbols;

	2)Positioning of religious graphics in contents and headers;

	3)Use of religious graphics and logos in headers;

	4)The lack of intro pages;

	5) Predominant used colours are: white and grey;

	6) The choice of colours is not necessary  shaped by religious meanings;

	7)The emphasis on people.


Table 10: Catholic websites patterns

 Conclusions


 The project aimed to reveal web design patterns in Catholicism and Orthodoxy institutions websites and the methods employed in this study, visual analysis and questionnaires have effectively contributed to the achievement of the project goals. These methods generated a large amount of data which formulated valid and coherent research conclusions. These methods exposed the extent to which Orthodox and Catholic websites have embedded aesthetics in their official websites. Essential issues such as denominational web patterns and the reasons behind them were emphasised through visual analysis and questionnaires. In determining the web design patterns, the visual analysis supplied an essential framework for future research. Furthermore, the religious web masters opinions collected via questionnaires complemented the visual analysis.

 The outcomes of these methods are similar in many aspects and confirm the Catholic and Orthodox attitude towards visual representations. Religious scholars findings emphasised the importance of religious visual elements in Orthodoxy as opposed to the changing vision of Catholicism towards these aspects. Exploring the field of religious visual culture, it was noted the Orthodox conservative perception regarding Christian visual aspects in contrast to the flexible approach embraced by Catholicism. As a result of the website analysis and questionnaires, the same Orthodox and Catholic attitude towards visual elements in real life was observed on the Internet. Consequently, a higher percentage of these elements has been discovered in the design of the Orthodoxy official websites in comparison with Catholicism. By contrast, over the centuries Catholicism adopted  a continuously changing view  of religious visual aspects and this perception has been reflected by official institutions websites belonging to this denomination. Nevertheless, high numbers of images depicting people has been evident and it can be argued Catholic websites are more people oriented when compared to Orthodoxy.

By involving religious web masters in this study, relevant information  was  obtained  and offers a perspective for further research. It has been noticed  Orthodox websites are designed considering certain factors, such as colours, religious graphics and symbols while the Catholic websites design is  more arbitrary. In terms of colours, religious meanings were a priority in choosing colours for the Orthodox websites, with red blue and gold being the most common. The interpretation of the symbolic colour meaning was linked to the Orthodox traditions and iconography. What is considered significant for this study is the correlation between religious webmasters opinions and the visual analysis findings. On the one hand, 70% of the Orthodox websites implemented at least one of the specific colours enumerated above while, on the other hand, the lack of religious colour meaning suggested by the Catholic webmasters was confirmed by the repeated use of white within Catholic websites. In summary, the findings reflect the design of the Orthodox websites focuses on religious graphics, whilst the Catholic websites presented a more people oriented approach. 


Research limitations

 Establishing web design patterns for a certain category of websites represents a challenging task and cannot be achieved by employing two methods only. Moreover,  websites are continuously changing in terms of both visual and textual content which restrains the results to a limited period of time. Although meaningful, the web patterns discovered are preliminary and further research may either confirm or question the study findings. The visual patterns depicted in this study might be irrelevant if not complemented by webmasters and website owners opinions. 

Further research

The research carried out lead evidence to other examination areas which could complement the methodological and analytical approaches undertaken in this study. Further research may include the users perception on religious visual elements on the Internet and the webmasters and religious leaders purpose for implementing these aspects.  In other words, instead of “informant ethnography”, ethnography within denominational communities would represent a possible further study. Studies in Second Life were already conducted
 observing how the virtual world became a place for virtual worship but it would be interesting to discover how certain denominations transpose rituals into virtual environments. It has been expressed aesthetics and usability represent two essential factors in designing a website
 and, therefore, it remains to be proven how different denominations encompass usability and aesthetics criteria in their websites. Additionally, more religious webmasters' judgements would contribute to an extensive and accurate vision of religious web design patterns. Also, religious leaders and worshippers assumptions, through either questionnaires or interviews, would provide a global perception in the research area. For statistical reasons, involving a third denomination such as Protestantism would extend the results by contrasting different traditions and doctrines within virtual world. A global approach to aesthetics within religious websites might include Christianity and other major religions such as Hinduism, Islam or Buddhism. 
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