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Browsing the web's two most popular movie review sites (as of September 2006), I was struck at how 

effective the information design of Metacritic was, and how poorly RottenTomatoes conveyed the same 

information.

Both these sites use the same source data and aggregate this data with the same goal - to inform their 

readers about what critics and (to a lesser extent) readers, think about a current film.

Comparing the two approaches is, I think, an object lesson in the benefits of simplicity, reducing visual 

clutter and using information as the primary interface element.



The contrasting colours are used 
to good effect - the score is the 
most visible element of the page.

Score is given a complimentary 
background colour - this makes it harder 

to pick out  at first glance. Interestingly 
the font size is nearly an exact match. 

There is a secondary bar that adds little 
value but adds cognitive overhead.

Reader ratings reinforce the 
primary score in an effective way 
- the reduced size reinforces the 
reduced importance of this 
score.

Is this a reader's rating? It's presented 
on a different plane to the critic's 
score, but is not clearly labelled. 

Again, two separate ways to label the 
value are used.

Interestingly, the studio is given 
significant prominence - perhaps 
appealing to film buffs (and 
industry users)?

The title floats above the content area.

'Above the fold' there isn't an 
actual review visible.

Above the fold, a review extract and  
part of another review are visible



Here's a sample of the next 'fold' featuring the reviews:

* Single column layout assists in rapid scan of key 
elements
* High contrasting text increases readability
* Spacing enhances readability
* Each element is a review, there is no 'sorting' of elements 
required by the reader.

* Multi column layout makes it harder to scan
* Mix of high contrast graphics jars with the text, 
decreasing readability
* There is a mix of elements within this content area - the 
movie poster, and the 'hot pick' element. This decreases 
readability.
* The advertising block reduces repetitive layout causing 
dissonance when scanning the page 
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This is the same review block from both sites:

Scoring is applied to each individual 
review, adding useful meta-information 
for the reader to evaluate how the 
average score was reached. Colour 
blocks (green, yellow, red, reinforce the 
level of scoring at a glance.

Scoring for each review is a binary 
tomato or 'splatted' green tomato. It 

isn't immediately obvious that this is 
'data' or just page adornment. The lack 
of a specific value reduces the utility of 

the 'splat' icon. 

The review publication is given the same 
level prominence as the score - this 
allows the reader to quickly 'grade' the 
relative relevance of the reviewing 
journal.

The publication title is given less 
prominence and appears after the 

review, providing less evaluative 
choice before spending time to read. 

The featuring (where available) of the 
reviewers photo is of questionable 

utility, but looks nice.

The wider width of the review element 
increases readability.

The cube review element forces unsightly 
line breaking and decreases reading 

efficiency.



The sidebar is used to good effect on 
metacritic - providing rapid (and 
sortable) access to metacritics reviews 
of current films.

Readers can quickly assess the score 
threshold with colour and clear score 
labelling.

Metacritics sidebar (and actual site) 
doesn't offer detailed meta data about 
the movie.

Rotten Tomatoes features significant 
metadata about the movie in it's 

sidebar. 
The typical task of a reader may be to 
decide on a particular movie to watch 

that day - Rotten Tomatoes ' sidebar 
doesn't facilitate that goal easily, as 

rapid scanning of other  films is reached 
from another page. 
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