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13. Tables
This is information for Tables used to presenting a grid of data (not tables used for formatting
page layout).

Table
• Border: 1 pixel.
• The border should be a neutral color with low saturation that matches the palette of

the application. Examples: #E6E8ED, #CECDBB or #747474.
• Cellpadding and Cellspacing are 0.
• Width: 100% of parent container (e.g. content area, left column of content area, etc.).
• Margin: at least 5 pixels top and bottom.

Table Header
• Use <TH> for table headers. Style the headers with CSS.
• Border: 1 pixel white right border. (Note: this can also be achieved with rules=“cols”).
• Background color: Use a more saturated or darker version of the alternating row color

(see Table Rows, below) or a complementary color to the alternating row color.
• Text color: If the background is dark, use light text. If the background is light, use dark

text.
• Padding: minimum of 2px left and right in each cell, the top and bottom padding can

be up to 2px.
• Font: Emphasized font (Arial 11 pixels bold) for text.
• Font: Emphasized Large font (Arial 12 pixels bold) is also acceptable. (Whichever font

size is used, be consistent throughout the application).
• Vertical alignment: bottom.
• If you allow sorting in your columns, then the table header should be a link and

clicking on the table header should sort the column.
• If you do not allow sorting on a column, then the column header should not be a link

(no underline).
• Color: Although the header is a link, it does not use link color.
• Underline: The link is, however, underlined.
• Hover: On hover there is no change. Because it is a link, the cursor will change and that

is enough.
• First click should create an ascending sort. Second click should change to a descending

sort.
• There might be columns with no sorting capability within the same table. (Example

Field 1 in the figure below). The header should not be underlined.

Figure:   An example of a table. The user can sort the table by clicking in the column headers.
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Tool tips in Table Headers

There may be time when you need to shorten a table header to save space, or when you may
need to explain more about what a header means. If that is the case, you can add a tool tip to the
header by adding a TITLE tag to the link.

Figure:   An example of a tool tip for this header

If you need to provide information beyond a tool tip, then use the Help for that page.

Table Rows
• Use alternating rows of white then a light colored background.
• The color can be very pale and should be neutral (grays, tans, pale blues and greens

work well). Once a color is chosen it should be consistent throughout the application.
• Always use the white background in odd numbered rows.
• Do not use borders or lines between rows.

Multiple-row entries
Some tables actually have multiple rows that correspond with one entry. There are two ways to
handle this in HTML. The first is to wrap lines within a row, as is shown in this example:

Figure:   Line wraps within a row to make a multi-line entry

Specifications:

• Make sure that your vertical alignment is top in these rows.
• Make sure that you have “nowrap” set on the row with the multiple entries and that

you put in explicit breaks between entries, so that they are neat and easy to read.

Alternatively, you could have several rows in a table corresponding to one entry. In the table
below, each patient has several rows of information associated with him.
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Figure:   Multiple table rows to make a single entry

In those tables, alternating row color becomes even more critical to tying information together.
Rather than alternating the color of each row, the alternating color should be assigned to
“entries” in the table.

Specifications:

• Make sure that your checkboxes only appear once for each entry.

Table Row Selection
Some tables allow the user to make selections. Selection should be made using checkboxes.
There are other web applications that allow the user to click on a row to make a selection,
however, checkboxes are more widely understood by users and their behavior is more
predictable.

Table Cells
• Border: 1 pixel white right border. This can also be achieved with rules=”cols”.
• Padding: 2px left and right in each cell, the top and margin padding can be up to 2px.
• Font: Standard font (Arial 11 pixels) for text.
• Font: Large font (Arial 12 pixels) is also acceptable. (Whichever font size is used, be

consistent throughout tables in the application).
• Row (Vertical) alignment: Rows should have vertical alignment set to top, unless you

are absolutely sure there will be no wrapping. In that case, middle alignment is
preferred.

• Column (Horizontal) alignment is listed below.

Text in Tables
• Column (Horizontal) Alignment: Text is generally left aligned. However, if a column

contains text or numbers that will always be the same length (a 5 digit code, or a 2
letter status abbreviation) then it should be centered. One letter or number (i.e.
priority) should be centered.

• The header and cells for a column should be aligned in the same way.
• Text may wrap.
• Text that is a link should be styled according to the Link guidelines on page 61.
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Tool tips in tables
You may find that you do not have enough room to show some information in a table. First, you
should make every effort to make this information visible. If that is not possible, then you can
use tool tips to reveal hidden information.

Figure:   A tool tip can reveal the full text

Specification:

• If you are cropping information you need an indication that the information has been
cropped. Usually an ellipses is used.

• The user should be able to reveal the information by hovering over the text. When he
does, a tool tip appears with the full text.

• To implement this, you may be able to use a link with a TITLE tag. If you use a link, do
not style the text with a link color. It should look like normal text, even on hover.

• When you use a link and TITLE tag, the hover text will appear as one row of
information, though, and it may not fit. You may need to create a custom DIV which
you hide and show to reveal this information.

Note: over-using hover is extremely annoying to users. Do not use tool tips for more than one
column in your table.

See Tool tips  on page 56 for more information.

Numbers & Dates in Tables
• Column (Horizontal) Alignment Numbers and dates should be right aligned. However,

numbers should use the same number of decimal points within the same column.
• Column (Horizontal) Alignment: Dates should use the same format: mm/dd/yyyy

throughout the column – this makes the dates easier to scan.
• The header and cells for a column should be aligned in the same way.
• Wrapping: Avoid wrapping numbers and dates when possible.
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Figure:   This table has alignments wrong: the dates and headers should be right aligned.

Figure:   Here is the same table with the correct alignment.

Icons & Images in Tables
• Icons in a table can be used as read-only information (not clickable). An example of not

clickable icons would include “patient status”.
• Icons in the table can be used as clickable commands. An example of an icon for a

command would be “remove”.
• In general, icons that are clickable should, as a group, appear different from icons that

are not clickable (whether they are in a table or not).
• Icons should appear on the alternating row color.

Figure:   Example where clickable icons are on a button, to differentiate from not clickable

Figure:   Example where clickable icons have different appearance from not clickable.


