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Users will leave a site if they don’t 
find what they want after three clicks 
(a.k.a. the “three click rule”).
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The Scent of Information
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Most people access a site through the 
home page, making it the most important 
page on your site.
MZ
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “false.”

Search engines are the back door, the side door, the garage, the window, etc. to your site. 

What does this mean? Keep your website content from getting “quoted out of context.” Make sure related content and contact information is readily available and easy to find on every page. Make sure users know where they can go on your website, no matter how they get to you. 

Also, keep in mind that people who use your site for one thing generally bookmark that page.
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Your home page Search result

Search result

Search result

Search result
Search result

Search result

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s an example.

While the home page is important, putting important information only on the home page because you think everyone goes there first, is a bit like leaving a note on the front door of your house:

Your spouse, who parks the car in the garage and comes in through the kitchen, will never see the note.

Your daughter, who comes home from her friend’s house through the back door, will never see it. 

Your son, who is carrying groceries and fumbling with the keys, comes in through the front door but is too busy to see the note. Or sees it and forgets to come back and read it after he finishes putting the groceries up.

Each page should “stand alone” and make sense out of context. Use good page titles, include your website’s name in the title (at the end), and add concise and accurate page descriptions in the metadata. This all falls into the realm of search engine optimization (SEO).

If search engines are what drive people to your site, you need to make sure that your content accommodates and attracts search engines.




Limit user options to seven choices (plus 
or minus two). 
BF
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Too many choices?
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Narrowing choices using type-ahead
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Displaying choices with mega-menus
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Chunking: choices grouped into topics
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Recognition versus recall
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The one with Sal Mineo

The one with Liz Taylor!

With Liz Taylor and Rock Hudson!

Wasn’t there one set in King City?
No wait—that’s where his car crashed.

On the Waterfront! That was awesome!

That was Marlon Brando.
Rebel Without A Cause!

Aren’t they making that one into a musical?

Giant?

How many movies did he make?
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Recognition versus recall
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Users don't read.
MZ
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “true.”

Users don’t read; they scan. See http://www.useit.com/alertbox/9710a.html.

Another article calls this phenomenon “user myopia”: http://www.codinghorror.com/blog/2009/10/treating-user-myopia.html.

Scanability, or, the ability for users to quickly scan through content to figure out what’s important to them, is key.

Write for the web! http://www.useit.com/papers/webwriting/writing.html 

Be concise and to the point.

Break longer chunks of content into separate paragraphs with clear headings between different sections.

Use bulleted lists where appropriate to call out important items (calls to action, fact lists, key points to summarize later in the document, etc.).

Mark important words or key phrases in boldface.

Avoid tight text layout (use lots of leading).

Consider linking to lengthier explanations from landing pages.

Check your analytics to confirm whether any changes you make to the readability and scanability of your content have any effect.
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LOL … WUT?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It’s often a tough position: you need to add explanatory text, but you have no guarantee that users will read it.

Remember: easy, scannable chunks of text. Highlight key words and phrases. No one should need a tutorial to use a website.



Users have “banner blindness,” or ignore 
page elements that look like or appear in 
places where they normally see 
advertisements.
MZ

11/3/2011

17

2011 Editors and 
Designers Conference

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “true.”

Many websites, particularly news sites and online forums, are peppered with ads for various products and services. Users have become so used to seeing ads in certain locations of a web page (for example, the top or immediately to the right of a text column), that they automatically ignore anything in those locations.

This is especially true for users who are visiting a page for a specific purpose or scanning the page for useful content. See eye-tracking “heat maps” at http://www.useit.com/alertbox/banner-blindness.html. 

Users do expect to see contextual, or supporting, content to the left or right of main content, but make sure your designs are clear and unique enough not to "blend in" as just another advertisement.

Consider borders or subtle color shading to differentiate contextual items from the main content without making them look like ads, or place them at the bottom of longer content (“You Might Also Like”).

Don’t make content look like an ad in the first place!

Use web analytics to check whether related links or contextual items are clicked through, and adjust the labels or format as needed.

Try to avoid embedding boxes that show social media content, especially if the tweets, Facebook posts, etc. show pretty much the same content as on the page.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The New York Times makes use of several ad placements on their article pages, but keep their contextual menus within the grid structure of the article (and right up top) for visibility. Other ads from Google are given a different color scheme to separate them from other content.

CNN Money litters their pages with lots of extra items that pushes down the content and are easily passed by as users scroll down to read the article. It’s better to put the main content front-and-center and balance out the supporting cast of contextual items.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Fed examples:

The Kansas City Fed does a good job of keeping their content a consistent look-and-feel. Related content has the same title and text font to tie them together with the main copy, but is separated by a subtle background shading. Links to related, off-site content, such as their Money Museum and the Federal Reserve Consumer Help website, live where visitors are used to seeing these types of promotions.

The Chicago Fed keeps a more concise, columnar format where all related content is contained in the same shaded pillar. Calls to action are clearly marked. Headings and divisions in content are easy to locate. Imagery is kept for the main body content, so there’s little distraction from the contextual stuff.



Usability is based on the assumption that 
users know what they want. 
BF
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If you ask 
people how 
they shop…
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If you watch 
people shop…
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Usability is based on the assumption that 
stakeholders know what users want. 
BF
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Usability is based on the assumption that 
developers know what users want. 
BF
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Golden Rule #1

“You are not
your user.”
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Watch 
users in 
action!
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Marketing

• is the process used to determine what products 
or services may be of interest to customers, and 
the strategy to use in sales, communications and 
business development;
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User-centered design (UCD)

• is a design philosophy and a process in which 
the needs, wants, and limitations of end users of 
a product are given extensive attention at each 
stage of the design process.

10/6/20112011 Editors and 
Designers Conference

28



Even if your design is great, you follow 
the basic rules of usability, and your 
stakeholders love it, you still need to test 
your website.
BF
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Golden Rule #1

“You are not
your user.”
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Users won’t scroll down a page to view 
content that’s hidden from view, or 
“below the fold.”
MZ
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “false.”

This is an old debate and one that continues to this day (see http://blog.clicktale.com/2006/12/23/unfolding-the-fold/). 

It all depends on context. If users have visual cues that more content exists on a page, and they’re interested in reading that content, they’ll scroll to find it.

Data from a 2006 ClickTale report indicate that users will scroll down a good percentage of a web page, regardless of its length. “Visitors are equally likely to scan almost the entire page (more than 90%) no matter the page size.”

Do keep the most important items front-and-center: breaking news, latest headlines, new offers, etc.

Consider swapping page elements (but not frequently or haphazardly!) and check your analytics data to see which combinations give the best visibility.

Avoid “scroll stoppers”: layout elements that give users a false impression that there’s nothing else for them to see. See the UIE article at: http://www.uie.com/brainsparks/2007/04/12/scroll-stoppers-at-menshealthcom/. 

Tabbed content can help surface lots of content on a single page without making users scroll.

Pagination often helps keep content from going to deep on a page, but be aware that this is often considered an SEO trick (more pages with the same or similar content increases page rank). Always give the user an option to view the entire page at once.
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The “call to action”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Social networking site tumblr shows a persistent, highly visible message at the bottom of their login page. When the user clicks this message, additional information about tumblr is revealed.
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But wait, there’s more!

Is this the end?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Philadelphia interactive agency Bluecadet divides their content into several horizontal layers. Users may think they’ve reached the end if their screen resolution doesn’t reveal other layers.



Fluid design, or web pages that stretch 
with the browser window, is a better user 
experience.
MZ
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “false.”

Fluid, or liquid, designs are best for single-column layouts or those that won’t break when stretched too far (think blogs). Rigid designs are best for modular or more complex layouts with many elements (think New York Times).

Users who resize their browser windows or have larger-than-normal or smaller-than normal monitors can stretch or crunch a fluid layout, making the content less readable and usable.

A common misconception of rigid design is that it leaves too much empty space on the screen. Rely on your web analytics to see what screen resolutions are the most common and design for the majority.

The most common resolution these days is 1280 pixels wide x 1024 pixels high. Be sure to consider mobile device resolutions (responsive web design can help with this).

“Elastic” layouts, where all the elements on a page resize themselves based on the browser dimensions and screen resolution, are possible, but they are more complex to build and maintain.

A good summary of fixed, liquid, and elastic layouts can be found at: http://green-beast.com/blog/?p=199. 
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These are extreme cases, but 
not everyone’s going to have 

the “ideal monitor.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The older design for Philadelphia’s intranet, C-Notes, uses a fluid layout. You can see how this breaks based on your browser size, making some elements hard to read.



Don’t make forms too long, or else you’re 
likely to scare off users.
MZ
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The correct answer is “true” … but with some conditions.

Users are more likely to abandon a lengthy, imposing, or confusing form than one that’s clear and succinct. The more users you can encourage to complete a form (to gather information or process a transaction), the better. That doesn’t mean you’re forever forbidden to use longer forms, but you need to offer them in a way that users will want to complete the task (and can do so correctly).

Let’s look at some examples of “short and sweet” style forms, then explore some best practices for lengthier forms.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Social media websites seem to have perfected the art of the “keep it short and sweet” form. Why? Their currency is their user base, and they want you to register to join. To increase user adoption, they have to make it as painless as possible. All of these forms live on one page, but they will prompt you for additional information on a following page, if needed.

A caveat: In their quest for a minimalist form, tumblr seems to have made it rather vague as to what you’re supposed to do. Would you know how to sign up to start an account?

Bottom line: simple forms like these are great for user registration, e-mail notification, etc. Give users a clear goal, a simple form to use, and let them have more advanced options (to change their profile, e-mail address, etc.) once they’ve completed their task. Don’t be too clever with your minimalism, however, or you’ll risk causing as much confusion as longer forms.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s a good form example from the St. Louis Fed. To sign up for their e-mail updates service, all you’re asked to do at the start is enter your e-mail. Once you’ve done this, you’re simply asked to confirm the address (to avoid misspellings). You can use a password if you want, but it’s not required.

Why is this important? Your users may not want to “enter into a relationship” with you. Give them the option to complete a goal without having to register for everything first. (See “The $300 Million Button,” http://www.uie.com/articles/three_hund_million_button).
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Practice good form! Here are some best practices for lengthier forms:

Always consider why the user is filling out the form. Who is your user? What is their goal? What is yours?

Make labels clear and concise. Turn the tone from an “interrogation” into a “conversation” (for example, change “Enter your e-mail address.” to “Tell us which e-mail address you’d like to use for this account.”). Use natural language.

Clearly mark which fields are required. Asterisks (*) are common and well understood. If more fields are required than optional, mark the ones that are optional. Also, consider asking optional questions later in the form, after the required information has been collected.

Validate. Tell users what they’ve entered incorrectly or forgotten. Make use of scripting effects that tell users what’s wrong while they’re working their way through the form.

If the form is lengthy, break it up into multiple pages, but tell the user 1) how many steps there are in the form, 2) where they are in the process, and 3) what the goal of each page is (Your Name, Shipping Address, Payment Options, etc.). Make sure each section is clearly marked so users know when they’re shifting from one section to another. You can also consider adding a start page to help set expectations (what do users need to have prepared, on-hand, etc. before they begin?).

Make primary actions (Submit, Go, Register) clear and easy to spot. Use buttons that look like they can be clicked (bevels, shadow, etc.). Keep secondary actions (lesser used options such as Clear, Delete, Go Back) off to the side and make them less obvious. Don’t frustrate the user by grouping options that will screw up their entry with those that will move them along.

Source: “Web Form Design,” Luke Wroblewski



It’s OK to build an unintuitive web 
application or website, since you can 
cover all that and fix it in training. 
BF
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Golden Rule #2

“You cannot fix it 
with training.”
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Studies show that people prefer and trust 
cool-looking websites more than usable 
websites.
BF
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Visual Appeal vs. Usability: Which One 
Influences User Perceptions of a Website More? 

Christine Phillips & Barbara S. Chaparro

http://www.surl.org/usabilitynews/112/aesthetic.asp
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The “Dada Website”

Courtesy SatireWire.com
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Mike Zavarello
michael.zavarello@phil.frb.org

Bill Fraser
bill.fraser@sf.frb.org

*

* Mike Lawrence sold separately.

You’ve been a great audience!
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