




explains. “It’s brilliant, but I’ve always been 
in this other area of web development 

that I thought was probably better for most 
content. There was a point in the 90s when I felt 
like a sucker for doing HTML and CSS and telling 
people about this stuff. I looked at all these people 
who had pure typographic control and could do 
animation, all this great, fun stuff, and I was this 
jackass saying ‘No, we should use HTML’. I felt like 
a loser, but we won – HTML has won. That’s the 
amazing thing for me. People use Flash for film 
and they use it for what Daniel Mall calls ‘the 
experience layer’ as part of a standards-based site. 
So there are uses for Flash, but basically HTML, CSS 
and JavaScript have become the real platform of 
the web now. I feel very heartened by that; it’s the 
thing that makes me the happiest. Even if it’s not 
always the best markup, what are Facebook and 
Twitter? They’re web standards with some scripts. 
They may not validate, but they’re still CSS layouts 
and simple markup, and that’s great!”

Surviving the crunch
Jeffrey Zeldman founded Happy Cog, initially as a 
one-man business, at the beginning of 2000 in New 
York, when the bubble began to burst. Companies 
were wiped out and the economy was devastated, 
but Zeldman kept working. He says this downturn 
is like nothing he’s seen before and he knows 
plenty of web designers who are worried about 

losing their jobs, but there are also lots of things 
you can do to survive. “You have to provide good 
value,” he says. “If you’re ethical, do a good job 
and become known for that, you’ll get more work. 
Don’t underprice your services. You don’t have to 
take a job because it’s from the first person who 
comes in. Otherwise you’re going to be working on 
a project for three months, maybe six months and 
you’ll be miserable. Just because the economy is 
bad, it doesn’t mean you have to be unhappy. And 
you have to court clients more and communicate 
honestly and regularly with them. Those days when 
you never met the client might be over. And a final 
piece of advice: do cool free stuff that doesn’t make 
you any money. It will totally grow your brand and 
get you clients. Putting yourself out there with your 
writing or your design (especially if you’re a quiet, 
socially shy nerd who doesn’t like going out and 
socialising at parties) will help a lot.”

In a way, that’s exactly what Zeldman himself 
did with A List Apart (www.alistapart.com). In 1998 
there wasn’t an online magazine that talked about 
web design the way he wanted to read it, so he 
started one. Now Happy Cog gets clients because 
someone read a great article on A List Apart that 
wasn’t even written by the agency. A successful 
conference, An Event Apart (www.aneventapart.
com), developed out of it and will come to 
four cities in the US this year. Plans to bring the 
conference to Europe have been put on ice during 
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the recession, but Zeldman vows to revive them 
next year if the brand lasts.

Also in the pipeline is a web app version of the 
Web Standards Advisor, which is currently available 
as a Dreamweaver extension that enables you to 
validate your HTML, CSS and microformat (www.
webassist.com/software/web-standards-advisor). 
“I’m also writing a third edition of Designing with 
Web Standards, which makes me feel like Al Pacino 
because they’re dragging me back in. But I reread 
the second edition and realised it was out of date.” 

It’s no surprise that Zeldman compares himself 
to Pacino; he is the godfather of web standards, 
after all. And, unlike Pacino, it’s a given that he 
won’t stop after three instalments. Designing with 
web standards has become Zeldman’s life story. ●
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“Do cool free stuff that
doesn’t make you any 
money. It will really grow 
your brand and get you clients”
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