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About This Book
While users expect content to be unique and exciting,
they also prefer clear, predictable patterns when it comes
to navigation. After all, navigation is merely a means to
an end: consuming content without hassle and not
spending too much time looking for it. The foundation of
a solid, frustration-free user experience thus lies in a
well-structured, simple navigation system. But which de-
sign decisions have really proven to work well in prac-
tice?

With the help of this eBook, we want to encourage you
to rethink how you design navigation. On the following
pages, our authors share smart techniques on how to ef-
fectively simplify the navigation experience and explore
approaches to handle unique navigational challenges,
such as in responsive websites and large-scale projects.
Furthermore, you’ll find out how small interaction details
can contribute to further improve the user experience.
The practical tips and real-life examples presented
throughout this eBook will help you see your design deci-
sions in a wider context. A handy companion—for any
project.
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The Line Of Least
Resistance

BY SORIN PINTILIEBY SORIN PINTILIE ❧❧

In chess, the psychological dimension that springs from a
dialogue between two brains, two ideas, two strategic
conceptions that depend on the personality of each chess
player has long been somewhat of a romantic mystery.
How do Grandmasters1 think? What strategies do they
use?

More often than not, the most successful strategies
are rooted in our very own nature. And common to most
Grandmasters is that they almost never take the easy way
out. A different, better alternative is always available, and
they go looking for it. That creativity, that compulsion,
that drive to look beyond what comes instinctively is
what fuels successful strategies and explains why so few
Grandmasters are out there.

For most of us, however, things are simpler. We tend
to favor the shortest path, the easy way out, the shortcut.
We cut through the middle of the park2 if we have to.

We’re naturally lazy. When we think, we search for
the nearest pattern, and when we find the pattern, we
don’t need to think anymore—we just follow the pattern.
Our brains have evolved to be—borrowing Edward de
Bono3’s expression—“brilliantly uncreative.” This prefer-

1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grandmaster_(chess)
2. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kSLK3A1Kbl8
3. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_de_Bono
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ence for shortcuts is what Grandmasters naturally ex-
ploit.

When it comes to using and interacting with technology,
that underlying behavior seems to hold. Users uncon-
sciously look for the line of least resistance— la loi du
moindre effort, as psycholinguist François Richaudeau5

called it. Richaudeau’s work revolved around words, but
considering how vital communication, language and
words are to the design of interactions, the core princi-
ples still apply: The shortest words will be those emitted,

Playing on well-known weaknesses, automatisms or unconscious actions
has long been a common strategy in chess. (Image credits: Mukumbura4)

4. http://www.flickr.com/photos/mukumbura/4043364183/
5. http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_Richaudeau
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understood and read with the minimum of effort, and al-
so those most frequently employed due to their more pro-
found presence—or incrustation —in our memory.

We remember shorter words better. That’s because,
according to Kenneth S. Goodman, we process graphic,
syntactic and semantic information simultaneously. In
doing so, users carry out cycles of sampling, predicting,
testing and confirming as strategies to bring in “the most
reliable prediction with the minimum use of the informa-
tion available.”

The process isn’t specific to words and reading,
though. It underlies our behavior and interaction with the
world around us.

Framing it in this way seems to suggest the general-
ized idea that behavioral patterns are linked to common
causes—a concept expanded by behaviorism6 to the ex-
tent that it proposes a predictable and reliable link be-
tween a stimulus and the response it produces. That gen-
eralization is largely refuted by the cognitive revolution7

on the grounds that prior knowledge and mental process-
es intervene between a stimulus and response to reduce
the predictability of human behavior—or the re-
sponse—given a stimulus. Essentially, we can’t predict
behavior.

While that may hold true at a micro level, there are
still plenty of common paths of action in the way we
work—stimulus, sensory organs, interneuron8, brain,

6. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Behaviorism
7. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_revolution
8. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interneuron
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processing, motor neuron, response. It’s still safe to as-
sume that if we design an environment in which even the
subtlest of details is sympathetic to how we, as humans,
work and think, and with the singular purpose of easing
the experience, then users will always favor that line of
least resistance.

Designing an experience from a perspective that is more
closely related to how we naturally strategize, designing
guidance through pattern prediction, as opposed to limit
enforcement, might prove to be a more viable approach.

Let’s put that in perspective. Take decision fatigue10.
We all make decisions every day. Some of them big,

some of them small, some conscious and some so in-
significant that they slip by us without our even realiz-

Is the environment we design sympathetic to the way we work?
(Image credits: opensourceway9)

9. http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
10. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue

THE LINE OF LEAST RESISTANCE

8

http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/opensourceway/6006414578/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decision_fatigue


ing. And in a world in which we are constantly bombard-
ed with information and media options, such as blogs, so-
cial networks, magazines and TV, the effects of so many
decisions that we have to take day by day become increas-
ingly obvious.

Our decisions, even those that are mere preferences
between option A and B, gradually take their toll on our
cognitive load. The mental processes of decision-making
are strenuous; we have only a finite store of mental ener-
gy available to exert self-control.

Basically, we get tired if we make too many decisions.
As a result, according11 to Barry Schwartz12, one of three
things is likely to happen: we end up making poor deci-
sions, we become more dissatisfied with our choices, or
we get paralyzed and don’t choose at all.

Interaction processes—regardless of the medium
—are a prime example of decision fatigue in action. At a
micro level, hundreds of small, subtle and, most of the
time, unconscious decisions that we take every time we
use an application, browse a website or even follow an ad
can affect the way we experience the artefact that we’re
interacting with.

At a macro level, thanks to what we know about deci-
sion fatigue, we can predict that users can be over-
whelmed to the point of making a default choice or no
choice at all, depending on the option they face. One ex-
ample of this is Dan Ariely13’s opt-in versus opt-out exam-

11. http://www.amazon.com/Paradox-Choice-Why-More-Less/dp/0060005688
12. http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/bschwar1/
13. http://danariely.com/
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ple14 for forms of the US Department of Motor Vehicles.
It shows that we can basically predict how people will re-
act in a very specific situation by controlling the design of
the application form, paying close attention to the de-
faults.

This is a very specific prediction of behavior. We’re
not normally used to thinking of behavior as being that
predictable. But in a lot of situations, it is. Ariely calls it
being predictably irrational15.

Contextual cues—through signs or linguistic cues, be-
cause they have the potential to refer to a specific value
system—can sometimes direct cognition in particular
ways, either encouraging or discouraging certain pat-
terns of behavior. Thus, it’s vital that user experience
practitioners maintain complete control over and respon-
sibly use all elements in an interface that could be used as
contextual cues and predictors.

And one of the biggest cues at the disposal of design-
ers is language.

We, as a species, have refined language through
countless iterations over the span of millennia to such an
extent that words are tied to complex experiences, rather
than to singular instances, by way of symbolic represen-
tation16.

14. http://danariely.com/2008/05/05/3-main-lessons-of-psychology/
15. http://www.amazon.com/Predictably-Irrational-Hidden-Forces-Decisions/dp/

006135323X
16. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symbolic_linguistic_representation
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The Power Of Words
In 1967, Paul Watzlawick17 described what later became a
cornerstone of communication theory: meta communica-
tion. He postulated that every communication includes,
apart from the plain meaning of words, more informa-
tion: information on how the talker wants to be under-
stood and how they see themselves in relation to the re-
ceiver of the information.

Language, as a clear manifestation of the cognitive ca-
pacity of the human mind, is only a medium to carry out
acts of communication. That’s one of the reasons why
H.F. Bradley18 once said that experience is basically in-
communicable.

Still, there is always something to communicate—
moods, annoyances, happiness, feelings, ideas. There is
always something that we need to understand—a noise, a
color, a sign, a danger, an emotion. There is always some
medium that is familiar to us— a grammar, an artistic
language, a chess board, an interface.

While context provides a window into how people be-
have, words have the power to steer people towards a par-
ticular pattern of behavior through frame manipulation19.

Frame manipulation invariably affects users—admit-
tedly, to different degrees. One prime example of how the
context of options and the wording of a question affects
behavior is Tversky20 and Kahneman21’s famous experi-

17. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Watzlawick
18. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/F._H._Bradley
19. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Framing_effect_(psychology)
20. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amos_Tversky
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ment in 1981, which demonstrated systematic reversals of
preference when the same problem was presented in dif-
ferent ways.

The experiment required participants to make a hypo-
thetical decision, and the researchers tried to determine
whether they could steer the participants towards an an-
swer simply by wording the questions carefully.

The experiment proposed a hypothetical outbreak of
disease with 60,000 predicted deaths, and participants
had to choose between two programs:

• Program A
20,000 people would be saved.

• Program B
There is a 33% chance that all 60,000 would be saved, and
a 66% chance that none of them would be saved.

21. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Kahneman
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With these options, program A was a favorite among par-
ticipants. But what happened when the same question
was asked again, but this time, instead of counting the
number of lives saved, counting the number of deaths?
Here’s how the second option would have sounded:

• Program A
40,000 people would die.

• Program B
There is a 33% chance that none of them would die, and a
66% chance that all of them would die.

This time around, the clear favorite was program B.
The interesting part is that the math is exactly the

same for both: 40,000 out of 60,000 would die anyway.
But with the first option, participants were given the
choice of a gain: they were given the choice to save
20,000 people. So, the gamble was perceived as negative
against the word “save.”

13



In the second option, participants were given the
choice of a loss: 40,000 people would die, or they could
gamble that none of them would die with a 30% chance.

Users were influenced simply by the wording. This
later became known as the framing effect. The effect
helps to explain why people are much more likely to buy
meat when it’s labeled as 85% lean, instead of 15% fat. And
it’s why twice as many patients opt for surgery when told
they have an 80% chance of surviving, instead of a 20%
chance of dying.

As the experiment demonstrates, words have the pow-
er to selectively influence a user’s perception of meaning.
And, for most applications, words can also be used to elic-
it interactions.

SUMMING UPSUMMING UP

Context is the barrier that makes or breaks a user’s expe-
rience. Those unconscious moments, every bit of infor-
mation we discard on our way up an emotional peak, all
of those fine details—they all could potentially lead to a
sensible, sympathetic experience. A enjoyable experience
is shaped only by context.

Some people use context and design great experi-
ences, some don’t. Oliver Reichenstein calls it a continu-
um22. That’s perfectly natural. We need to constantly
make an effort to glance at the future once in a while—to
permit ourselves educated dreams.

22. http://ia.net/blog/learning-to-see/
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We need to permit ourselves to keep the vision go-
ing—from the ones whom we got it from, to the ones
coming to get it. We all have the tools to do it. We just
need to be responsible with them.❧
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Efficiently Simplifying
Navigation, Part 1:
Information Architecture

BY ANASTASIOS KARAFILLISBY ANASTASIOS KARAFILLIS ❧❧

Navigation, as crucial as it is to the user experience, is
merely a means to an end—the end being to consume
content. This is why users have very contrasting expecta-
tions about content and navigation. While content is sup-
posed to be unique, surprising and exciting, navigating to
it is supposed to be as simple and predictable as possible.

This is a four-step guide to efficiently simplifying the
navigation experience, by analyzing the type and amount
of content as well as choosing and carefully designing the
right type of navigation menu.

Four Steps To The Ideal Navigation
System
To build a usable navigation system, a website designer
has to answer four questions, in this particular order:

1. How do I best structure the content?

2. How do I best explain the navigational choices?

3. Which type of navigation menu is best suited to accom-
modate the choices?

4. How do I best design the navigation menu?

EFFICIENTLY SIMPLIFYING NAVIGATION, PART 1: INFORMATION
ARCHITECTURE
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The first two questions concern the structuring and label-
ing of content, which is often referred to as information
architecture. Information architects typically visualize
the results of their efforts in a site map diagram.

However, for reasons that will be explained in detail dur-
ing the course of this series, just providing a site map to
navigate would not provide users with the best possible
experience. Designing a custom navigation menu that
properly accommodates, arranges and progressively dis-
closes their options is also important, thus allowing users
to comfortably find, browse and skip choices.

Designing such a navigation menu can be achieved by
answering the third and fourth questions mentioned
above, which refer to the interaction design of a naviga-
tion experience.

A site map diagram gives an overview of the navigation structure of a
website. (Large view23, Image: Web Tuts24)

23. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/sitemap.jpg
24. http://webtuts.byethost16.com/build-a-simple-sitemap-generator-with-php
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Structuring The Content
To properly structure the content of a website, first con-
sider how users look for information, and then structure
the content in a way that best aligns with those prefer-
ences.

HOW USERS LOOK FOR INFORMATIONHOW USERS LOOK FOR INFORMATION

When a user is looking for something—be it a car, recipe,
financial service, item of clothing, news article, fitness ex-
ercise, entertainment video or any other item or piece of
information—they may or may not know the exact name
of what they’re looking for. If we assume that users will
always know the exact name of what they’re looking for,
then we could argue that the best way to take them there
would be to provide them with a large A-to-Z index or
simply have them type in a search field.

Of course, things are not that simple. As will be ex-
plained in more detail in part two, even if users always
knew the exact name of what they’re looking for, both an
A-to-Z index and search have inherent interaction prob-
lems that make them inadequate as the primary or sole
means of navigation. Moreover, users often do not know
the exact name or do not even care about the item or its
name; rather, they have a keyword or feature related to
what they’re looking for.

The first step to safely guiding users to the right con-
tent, then, is to aggregate and categorize the types of
items on the website.

EFFICIENTLY SIMPLIFYING NAVIGATION, PART 1: INFORMATION
ARCHITECTURE
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META DATA AS THE FOUNDATION OF AMETA DATA AS THE FOUNDATION OF A
NAVIGATION SYSTEMNAVIGATION SYSTEM

The information collected about an item or piece of con-
tent is typically referred to as meta data—that is, infor-
mation about information.

Without getting into specifics, items may belong to
distinct meta data categories, whether a category is the
political focus of a news article, the display size of a mon-
itor, the director of a video, the collar type of a shirt or the
degree of difficulty of a fitness exercise. Of course, multi-
ple items may also share categories, such as price, popu-
larity and publication date.

Users could browse content via these meta data cate-
gories. However, as we will see, giving users every possi-
ble way to browse content is not necessary or even help-
ful. Doing so would at best clutter the interface and slow
down and complicate the navigation process and, at
worst, would confuse, tire and annoy users to the point
that they simply abandon the website.

Carefully consider whether and at which stage to
show categories to users.

THREE TYPES OF META DATA CATEGORIESTHREE TYPES OF META DATA CATEGORIES

To decide whether and when to present a meta data cate-
gory, divide your categories into three groups: crucial, op-
tional and irrelevant.

The challenge of information architecture is that clas-
sifying a category as crucial, optional or irrelevant very
much depends on the preferences of the target audience,
the website’s purpose and even the volume of content.

19



However, once you’ve settled on a proper categorization,
a few simple rules will help you decide when to show
which categories.

Crucial Categories
Crucial categories are ones that would be important to all
targeted users. These categories are rare, but there seems
to be at least one crucial category for every item, which
simplifies both the work of the designer and the naviga-
tion experience for users.

DETERMINING CRUCIAL CATEGORIESDETERMINING CRUCIAL CATEGORIES

A small selection of meta data categories for recipes
might be “course,” “main ingredient,” “special diet,” “occa-
sion,” “cuisine” and “cooking time.” Of these categories,
the only crucial one would be “course.” Not everyone is
on a special diet and not every meal is a special occasion,
but almost everyone on any given day separates their
meals into appetizer, breakfast, main dish, side dish, sal-
ad, dessert, etc.

Because the course would be important to all targeted
users, it should be the first category presented to them.

However, as mentioned, the target audience or web-
site’s purpose might affect the classification of categories,
especially on niche websites.

EFFICIENTLY SIMPLIFYING NAVIGATION, PART 1: INFORMATION
ARCHITECTURE
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For example, “cuisine” would not be relevant to all users
who visit a mainstream website about recipes. But if a
website collects the best recipes from popular cuisines
around the world, then “cuisine” could very well be a cru-
cial category for the target audience, whether in addition
to “course” or replacing it as the only crucial category. In
any case, because “cuisine” is the main theme of the web-
site, showing it first (instead of “course”) would be appro-
priate.

“Course” is a crucial meta data category for recipes.
(Image: Our Best Bites25)

25. http://www.ourbestbites.com/category/recipe-index/
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ARRANGING CRUCIAL CATEGORIESARRANGING CRUCIAL CATEGORIES

The examples above address only single crucial cate-
gories. However, a set of items might encompass multi-
ple crucial categories.

Take apparel. One crucial category could be the type of
clothing, such as “shirts,” “pants,” “shoes” and “sweaters.”
Another crucial, and mutually exclusive, category would
be gender, “men” and “women.” A third could be the occa-
sion, such as “casual,” “work” and “dress.” We could have
more crucial categories, but we’ll leave it at that.

The question, then, is how best to accommodate and
resolve potential conflicts between multiple crucial cate-
gories.

At first, placing all crucial categories on the same top
level might seem logical. After all, they are all crucial.
However, the opposite should be done. Crucial categories
are best implemented one after the other, on succeeding
levels. To better understand this, let’s look at the informa-
tion architecture of the website shown below.

Niche websites have different crucial categories of meta data.
(Image: Recipes by Nation26)

26. http://recipesbynation.com
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A horizontal navigation bar lists the types of products
available from LL Bean, such as “home accessories,”
“hunting and fishing,” “outdoor gear,” “footwear” and
“clothes.” However, the designers did something different
for “clothes.” Clothes tend to fall into the categories of
“men” and “women,” but rather than list a dozen types of
clothes in the horizontal menu, the designers decided on
a crucial category with fewer values. The user simply
starts off with “men” and “women,” and then they get to
see all of the types of apparel available in the drop-down
menu, which allows for more options than the horizontal
bar.

A horizontal bar is often used to list the type of products that a website
offers. (Image: LL Bean27)

Using a crucial category with fewer values for the main navigation bar
frees up space. (Image: LL Bean)

27. http://www.llbean.com/?nav=gn
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This presents a slight inconsistency in the information
architecture, but the designers accepted it to free up
space in the horizontal bar. The solution is fine as long as
the inconsistency does not confuse users, which is un-
likely in this case. However, placing the category
“footwear” (which, understandably, distinguishes be-
tween footwear for “men” and “women”) on the same hor-
izontal bar is not as sound a decision.

The problem with this solution is that two crucial cate-
gories have been placed on the same level. Both
“Footwear → For Men” and “Men → Footwear” are direct
paths. However, because both categories are crucial, users
have to look through both anyway. But because they are
placed on the same level, users are asked to choose be-
tween them, which undermines the assumption that both
categories are crucial. Thus, one of the above paths could
be removed—probably “Footwear → Men.”

Crucial categories should be presented one after the other, not next to one
another. (Image: LL Bean)
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Optional Categories
If multiple crucial categories exist, then the number of
items might not necessitate their inclusion. If a website
has no more than a dozen clothing items, then the design-
er could simply have users choose whether to see all
clothes for men or women and be done with it.

In many cases, though, the opposite happens. Even af-
ter all crucial categories have been exhausted, an abun-
dance of items might still be left. So, additional categories
would have to be introduced to allow users to further fil-
ter the content. This is where optional categories come in-
to play.

Optional categories are important to some but not all
users. For example, two meta data categories for “cars”
could be “number of doors” and “fuel type.” Some people
are fanatical about fuel type and couldn’t care less about
the number of doors. Others feel exactly the opposite.

PRIORITIZING CRUCIAL OVER OPTIONALPRIORITIZING CRUCIAL OVER OPTIONAL
CATEGORIESCATEGORIES

As a rule, optional categories should be presented after
users have gone through the crucial categories.

However, many retail websites, such as for fashion
and electronics, list brands (an optional category) on the
same level as the type of product (a crucial category).
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The problem with this approach is that if users select a
brand on, say, a clothing website, they could be faced
with hundreds or thousands of items, and they would
still have to choose a type of clothing in order to narrow
down the content. So, placing optional categories on the
same level as crucial categories creates redundant paths,
increases the complexity of choice and clutters the navi-
gation.

Offering many filters is not bad. But rather than give
users many navigational options at once from the outset,
present them with a few crucial options first, and then,
once they’ve exhausted those, introduce optional values.

Thus, in the example above, removing the brands from
this level and having users select only a type of clothing

Crucial and optional categories should be shown on separate levels.
(Image: Flipkart28)

28. http://www.flipkart.com/
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first would be better. Then, on the next level, give users
the option to select a brand.

DYNAMIC FILTERSDYNAMIC FILTERS

As mentioned, crucial categories should be presented one
by one on succeeding levels. Optional categories are best
offered all on the same level.

The only exception is that if the optional categories
are mutually exclusive, then they should be shown on the
next level in the same menu as the crucial categories. If
the optional categories will likely be combined, however,
then they should be implemented as dynamic filters.

Optional values should be presented only after users have selected crucial
values. (Image: Flipkart)
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In the screenshot below, notice how Sears lists crucial
categories in the breadcrumb trail, while optional cate-
gories are implemented as dynamic filters.

This distinction between crucial and optional categories
can be explained as follows. Every category is a filter to
the available content, while dynamic filters are dynamic
because they enable users to select and change multiple
values on the fly. In contrast, in a traditional, levels-based
navigation system, the user would have to move from
one level to the next to select a value. If the categories are

Optional categories that are likely to be combined should be implemented
as dynamic filters. (Image: Sears29)

29. http://www.sears.com/shoes-mens-shoes-mens-casual-shoes/b-1253483662
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crucial, then this would not be a problem, as illustrated
above. But with optional categories, the situation is dif-
ferent.

When a user is looking for a shirt, many optional meta
data categories can play a role: “brand,” “collar type,”
“sleeve length,” “fabric,” “pattern,” “pockets,” “discount,”
“price,” “rating,” “popularity” and so on. Knowing exactly
which of these many categories a given user would be in-
terested in is difficult. Someone could be interested in
none, a few or all of them.

Rather than send users through all of the optional cat-
egories, one after another, regardless of whether they are
interested in them, the designer could provide a list of dy-
namic, optional filters on the same level. Thus, users
would be able to select only the categories they like.

In contrast, consider the website shown on the next
page, which does not distinguish as clearly between cru-
cial and optional categories. Instead, it implements all
categories as dynamic filters, including crucial categories.

This lack of distinction leads to a couple of problems.
First, it takes up vertical space and pushes the other op-
tional filters down, requiring the user to scroll more fre-
quently to view and alter the values.
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Secondly, a dynamic filter is known as a “heavy metal”
widget: It’s powerful but a hog on resources. Whenever a
user selects a single value, the list of results is refreshed
to match. This makes sense for providing feedback, but it
does not make the interaction any faster. The same result
could be achieved much more quickly simply by having

Crucial categories should not be implemented as dynamic filters.
(Image: Nike30)

30. http://store.nike.com/us/en_us/pw/womens-sportswear-shoes/
7ptZbrkZc8e#/us/en_us/pw/n
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users select the same crucial values from a traditional
menu.

In fact, Nike’s designers do provide such a menu, al-
lowing us to test this assumption and to compare the
speed and efficiency of both interaction models within
the same interface.

MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE CATEGORIESMUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE CATEGORIES

Dynamic filters are necessary only if the optional cate-
gories are likely to be combined. If the optional categories
are mutually exclusive, then they should be implemented
on the next level in the main navigation menu.

In the screenshot below, the Daily Express asks users a
crucial question on the first level: to pick a topic of news,
such as “finance,” “entertainment” or “lifestyle.” Then, on
the main page of a selected section, users are given a di-
gest of the latest news on that topic. Checking the three
or four latest articles is all many users want to do. For

Crucial categories are best implemented in a traditional navigation menu.
(Image: Nike)
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those who want to delve into a particular topic, subsec-
tions are listed below the first level.

The subsections above can be regarded as mutually exclu-
sive because an entertainment project is usually released
either as a book or as a film or as a TV show, etc. Of
course, combinations are possible; a book could be made
into a movie or a stage play. But would users likely want
to see a digest that matches these combinations? If so,
then dynamic filters make sense.

Be aware that the answer to this question will depend
less on the type of items than on the volume and diversity
of items, as well as the particular interests of the target
audience.

For example, users would probably not look for a
breakfast recipe that is Chinese and low fat and

Mutually exclusive optional categories are best implemented as an addi-
tional level in the main navigation menu. (Image: Daily Express31)

31. http://www.express.co.uk/entertainment
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Christmas-themed. Rather, they would look for a break-
fast that is either Chinese or low fat or Christmas-
themed. So, optional recipe categories are unlikely to be
combined in general. However, if a website has thou-
sands of recipes and the targeted audience has very par-
ticular preferences, then giving them the more powerful
dynamic filters would be helpful.

Finally, consider a third group of meta data categories.

Irrelevant Categories
Irrelevant categories are categories by which no targeted
user would likely want to browse the content. However,

A large and diverse amount of content as well as particular user interests
could warrant dynamic filters. (Image: Food5232)

32. http://food52.com/recipes
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these categories are not irrelevant to the overall user ex-
perience.

Two meta data categories for a collection of articles
could be “word count” and “image count.” If these cate-
gories were implemented as columns in a database, a con-
tent strategist could examine the values in these cate-
gories and conclude that most articles are too long and
lack images, which could be a reason why many users
abandon the website before they finish reading the arti-
cles. The content strategist could then discuss this matter
with the designer or client, which could lead to improved
content. Yet, while these categories might yield valuable
information for the designer, users would likely not want
to browse the articles by “word count” or “image count.”

In short, irrelevant categories should not appear on
the website. They would be ignored, would clutter the in-
terface and might even confuse users. The sheer volume
of items, though, could turn an irrelevant category into
an optional one.

For example, “word count” would usually be an irrele-
vant category by which to browse articles. But the web-
site shown below has amassed so many articles over the
years that the designers thought it necessary to add arti-
cle length as an optional way for users to filter the con-
tent.

EFFICIENTLY SIMPLIFYING NAVIGATION, PART 1: INFORMATION
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The websites above that showcase recipes or apparel are
suitable for explaining the subtleties and importance of
prioritizing categories, because they typically require
many meta data categories. But they do not illustrate one
problem that most designers have to face at some point,
especially when designing for a corporation.

Corporate Product Categorization
Most recipe websites collect recipes indiscriminately and
then leave it to the designer to categorize them. But cor-
porations often have their own internal way of categoriz-
ing products. This can lead to conflicting needs.

Consider first a crucial meta data category for cars.
You would have a category based on size or lifestyle, with

Sheer volume could turn an irrelevant meta data category into an option-
al one. (Image: Time33)

33. http://search.time.com/results.html?Ntt=supreme+court&N=0&Nty=1&p=0&
cmd=tags&x=0&y=0
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values such as “compact,” “wagon,” “sports car,” “sedan,”
“limousine” and so on. This category is crucial because
every type of car caters to a particular lifestyle, one that is
important to almost everyone who drives a car. A com-
pact, for instance, is small, cheap, easy to drive and easy
to park in the city. A wagon has a lot of trunk space, well
suited to families. A sports car caters to another distinct
lifestyle. And so on.

Yet, many car companies categorize their models in
their own way. BMW, pictured below, follows a number-
based classification scheme (1, 3, 5, 7, etc.).

While a corporation’s internal classification schemes can
cause usability problems, BMW’s scheme actually makes
the information architecture more usable. Despite being
corporate, the scheme is quite well known to the general
public, and the numbers progress logically according to
car size, more or less in line with the common scheme of
classifying cars as compacts, sedans, limousines, etc. In

Sometimes, a corporation’s categorization works well. (Image: BMW34)

34. http://www.bmw.com/com/en/
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this case, anything other than the corporation’s catego-
rization might alienate, rather than help, users.

This next example is not as straightforward. Opel like-
wise lists its car models according to its own internal
naming convention.

The problem is that the structure of this product line-up
is not clear, and it is not made easier by the fact that users
have to interact with a slider to see all of the models (al-
though this problem relates more to interaction). Users
have no easy way to understand how the products relate
to each other and, thus, have no easy way to filter them
according to preference.

If the categorization scheme does not work well for
users, then a familiar external one must take precedence
over the internal one.

Notice how Volkswagen (below) has its own way of
naming and categorizing car models: “Jetta,” “Passat,”

Internal categorization is not always obvious to external users.
(Image: Opel35)

35. http://www.opel.com/vehicles-and-services/opel-range.html
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“Touareg,” etc. But the company prioritizes a common ex-
ternal categorization scheme over its corporate one. The
result is a menu that is easy to understand and that en-
ables users to focus on the part of the line-up that they’re
interested in.

Of course, a client might not like to see their corporate
classification scheme relegated to second place. However,
as the information architect who has been hired to make
the content on the website easily accessible, you are re-
sponsible to communicate this necessity to the client.

Prioritizing a common categorization scheme over a corporate one can
make a navigation menu easier to understand. (Image: Volkswagen36)

36. http://www.vw.com/en.html
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Explaining Navigation Options
Structuring the navigation options according to user
preference is an important step in simplifying the infor-
mation architecture of a website. But if users cannot un-
derstand their options in the first place, then even the
most sophisticated structure will be in vain. So, take a
moment to consider how best to explain the navigation
options.

Give users only as much information as they need to
understand their options. Anything more risks tiring
them, cluttering the interface and slowing navigation,
even to the point of abandonment.

Don’t give them too little information either. If users
have to guess where links point to and then are disap-
pointed by where they end up, they will soon lose confi-
dence in the interface and leave the website.

Designers can choose from three methods to explain
navigation options:

1. labels;

2. labels and pictures;

3. labels, pictures and descriptions.

To choose the right method, assess how familiar the la-
bels are to the target audience.

LABELSLABELS

If the labels you would use are very familiar, then they
alone will suffice. Large pictures and long descriptions
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are not necessary to explain what “jeans,” “shorts,”
“shirts” and “jackets” are.

While keeping labels short is commendable, brevity
should not be achieved at the cost of clarity. Acronyms
and jargon, such as UX and BMI (body mass index), could
work as long as the target audience is familiar and com-
fortable with them.

Sometimes, though, a term alone may be clear but the
context in which it appears makes it ambiguous. Many
websites of large organizations contain persistent hori-
zontal navigation that points to aspects of the organiza-
tion’s main work as well as context-sensitive vertical nav-
igation that points to sub-departments. This can lead to
duplicate labels. The University of Bath (pictured on the
next page), includes the label “Research” in the global hor-
izontal menu at the top and in the narrower vertical
menu on the left.

Labels suffice for familiar items. (Image: Rock Revival37)

37. http://rockrevival.com
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While this could confuse users, careful design will avoid
ambiguity. In the screenshot above, the menu heading
“Explore the Department” is a good hint that the “Re-
search” label below it refers to the department, not to the
university as a whole. To be absolutely sure, we could
lengthen the label from “About Us” to, say, “About This
Department.”

Another way to give labels context is by adding num-
bers that indicate how many items are in a given catego-
ry.

Large organizations with many sub-departments are prone to duplicate
labels. (Image: University of Bath38)

38. http://www.bath.ac.uk/ace/
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These numbers are frequently included as values in dy-
namic filters.

While many users like seeing such figures, consider
carefully when to actually show them. For instance,
guessing how much content a website has just by looking
at the home page is usually difficult. So, explicitly show-
ing how much it has could win over users, because they
would think, “Surely, this website has something for me.”

In some menus, the number of items in a category is displayed with the
label. (Image: BJ’s39)

39. http://www.bjs.com/electronics.category.160.2002336
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In many interfaces with dynamic filters, the number of items in a category
is displayed with the value. (Image: eBay40)

Quantifying the volume of content on the home page can persuade users.
(Image: O’Reilly41)

40. http://www.ebay.com/sch/iPads-Tablets-eBook-Readers-/171485/i.html
41. http://shop.oreilly.com
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Of course, you probably wouldn’t want to disclose such a
figure if your website does not have much content yet.

Likewise, when a user is browsing categories and is in-
terested in a certain topic, they will want to explore the
relevant category even if it has few items and even if an-
other, less relevant category contains more items. If any-
thing, displaying numbers at this point would slow down
the browsing and clutter the interface.

The same goes for dynamic filters. Would users select a
category according to the number of items it contains? If
so, then displaying the numbers makes sense. If not, then
the only kind of feedback you should give is to gray out or
remove values that have zero items.

In certain situations, statistics can impede users. (Image: Digistore,
Ministry of Education, New Zealand42)

42. http://digistore.tki.org.nz/ec/browse?topic=Technology
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Otherwise, once users have selected a category, dis-
playing the number of items in that category or, in the
case of dynamic filters, displaying the number of items
that match the selected values is useful information.

Icons are another type of element that is sometimes
appended to labels. When well crafted and recognizable,
they can be a very useful addition. While not necessary to
explain the user’s options, icons makes it easier to process
and distinguish between the options. In the screenshot
below, I’ve removed the icons from the menu entries. No-
tice how the labels are still enough to explain the options.
Everyone knows what “cars,” “motor homes,” “motorcy-
cles” and “trucks” are.

However, putting icons next to labels makes it easier for
the user to recognize and distinguish between the op-
tions.

Labels alone very often suffice but take longer to process.
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Icons alone can cause confusion, though. Even if an icon
is familiar, users might be uncertain about what it repre-
sents in a particular context.

LABELS AND PICTURESLABELS AND PICTURES

Labels and icons work well for familiar items. For less
common ones, images are required. Consider brand
names. In the screenshot below, car models are represent-
ed as plain text in the menu.

Icons make it easier to process and distinguish between options.
(Image: Mobile.de43)

43. http://mobile.de
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However, I don’t know what a “Tribeca” or “Legacy” is. So,
the labels are not enough to help me decide which prod-
uct to explore. Labels with pictures, as shown below, are a
better solution.

Brand names require more than just labels to be understood.
(Image: Subaru44)

Labels and pictures are a better way to explain unfamiliar terms.
(Image: Mazda45)

44. http://www.subaru-global.com/home.html
45. http://mazda.co.uk
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When to use pictures or icons in navigation menus is an
interesting question. Obviously, to explain a very specific
item, such as “13-inch Macbook Pro” or “Samsung Galaxy
Note 3,” nothing but an actual picture of the product will
do.

Explaining a product category is not as simple. In
some menus, the categories are explained with icons.

In other menus, those same categories are explained with
pictures of actual products in those categories.

In some menus, icons are used to explain categories. (Image: Flipkart)

In some menus, pictures of actual products are used to explain the
categories. (Image: Target46)

46. http://www.target.com/c/electronics/-/N-5xtg6#?lnk=gnav_electronics_7_0
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For product categories, icons are more appropriate than
pictures. A well-drawn icon makes a menu look much
more professional than a recycled picture of a product.

Also, using a picture of an actual product to represent
a category could raise questions among users, subcon-
sciously. “Why does this particular product represent this
category?” “Is this the best they have?” “Does the range of
products center on this particular kind of item?” “If I am
not looking for this kind of item, then is this not a good
website for me?” These apprehensions would be rein-
forced if the first items they see in a category are very
similar to the one they saw in the menu. An icon, by con-
trast, simply communicates that a category contains a
certain kind of product, nothing more, nothing less.

The trick with icons, though, is that they have to be of
a certain standard. An icon can easily look amateurish if
not drawn well. And if it is not readily recognizable, it
could even confuse users. So, while icons are better suited
for product categories, if you’re not confident that you
can make them professional and recognizable, then
you’re better off with pictures.

LABELS AND PICTURES AND DESCRIPTIONSLABELS AND PICTURES AND DESCRIPTIONS

Sometimes, even labels and pictures are not enough to ex-
plain products. Service providers with complex solutions,
such as banks, insurance brokers and ISPs, often give
their products names like “50 Plus” and “Web on the Go.”
A large picture of a married couple talking to a broker or a
girl talking on her smartphone might not be enough to
indicate the service being offered. For such products, a
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description of a couple of lines and a label and picture are
most helpful.

Headlines and titles of articles are a different kind of label
that may or may not require accompanying images and
descriptions.

Many authors suggest front-loading headlines with
key information and keeping them as short as possible48.

While the headlines below are short and to the point,
this style of writing has its risks and is not appropriate
for every website.

Complicated products might require labels, pictures and descriptions to be
understood. (Image: Naspa47)

47. http://www.naspa.de/internet_center/geldanlage.html
48. http://www.nngroup.com/articles/worlds-best-headlines-bbc-news/
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The first question is whether and how to write descrip-
tions. The BBC’s headlines are actually accompanied by
descriptions, but I removed them in the picture above to
isolate the headlines. The shot on the next page restores
the descriptions, which you’ll notice are basically verbose
rewordings of the headlines, without substantially new
information.

If headlines are supposed to be packed with key infor-
mation, as they are in the image on the next page, then
descriptions would not be required. If anything, users
would be slowed down by reading them because they
could just as well have navigated to an article after read-
ing only the headline.

However, showing headlines alone or writing head-
lines in that style is not always best or even advisable. If
an article is merely a short news report about an event,
then a headline such as the BBC’s is a good choice. But if
an article goes into more detail, then a headline, picture
and description could be more effective and engaging.

A common recommendation is to keep headlines short and to front-load
them with key information. (Image: BBC49)

49. http://mobile.bbc.co.uk/news/world/europe
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Descriptions should contain information not already conveyed by the
headlines. (Image: BBC)
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The headline in the screenshot below is more catchy than
informative, while the key information is delivered in the
couple of lines below. Also, a picture has been added to set
the tone of the article.

Understanding what this article is about from the snippet
is not hard. Moreover, by using the headline as an effi-
cient attention-grabber and the descriptions to explain
the article and the picture to set the tone, the entire snip-
pet gives the author much more room not only to inform
the user but also to convey the perspective of the article.

Finally, consider advice often given about headlines,
which is to write them so that they are easy to under-
stand outside of the context of the website. After all, a
headline can appear in search engine results, in social
media and in other articles. Some authors even go so far
as to devise formulas for this purpose.

Labels, pictures and descriptions are often the best way to explain in-depth
news articles. (Image: World50)

Many authors try to write headlines that are understandable beyond the
original website. (Image: Baymard Institute51)

50. http://www.worldmag.com/section/lead_stories/
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Just be careful not to create redundant information when
adding context to a headline.

The headline pictured on the previous page does not
provide enough context because the website is about
Web design, and multi-column layouts could play a role
in home pages, menus, articles and more, not just in
forms. So, “Form Field Usability” primarily adds context
within the original website. Writing for outside context is
not always necessary, though, because other people who
refer to the headline will be eager to provide their own
context.

Search engine developers know that users will eventu-
ally abandon them if search results do not meet the users’
expectations. So, they constantly work on increasing the
relevance and success rate of their results, whether by
adding rich snippets, pictures or previews or simply by
improving their algorithms—that is, by adding context.
Likewise, if a headline were to appear in the “recommend-
ed reading” section of another article, that article would
provide the necessary context. Finally, in social media, a
headline shared by a person or brand that someone fol-
lows is unlikely to be seen as ambiguous.

In Sum
Information architecture—that is, the structure and la-
beling of content—is the foundation of usable naviga-
tion. Designers can efficiently simplify a website’s infor-
mation architecture by structuring content in a way that

51. http://baymard.com/blog/copywriting-useful-yet-intriguing-headlines
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naturally narrows and supplements the navigation op-
tions of the target audience, as well as by explaining
those options in a way that minimizes the cognitive load
on users.

The recommendations given in this chapter can be
summarized by the following two lists, broken down into
“structuring content” and “labeling items.”

STRUCTURING CONTENTSTRUCTURING CONTENT

1. Collect and categorize meta data about the type of items
you want users to navigate to.

2. Group the meta data categories as crucial, optional or ir-
relevant. Crucial categories are important to all, optional
categories are important to some, and irrelevant cate-
gories are important to no targeted users.

3. Present only a single crucial category, with its values, on
the first level.

4. If the items on the second level do not exceed a certain
amount, then additional categories are not necessary.
Otherwise, offer the next crucial category, one by one, on
each subsequent level.

5. After exhausting all crucial categories, present a page that
lists all items that match the user’s selection to that point.

6. If the remaining items still exceed a certain amount, then
present optional categories all on the same level.
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7. If the optional categories are mutually exclusive, imple-
ment them on an additional level. If the optional cate-
gories are likely to be combined, implement them as dy-
namic filters.

LABELING ITEMSLABELING ITEMS

• If the label for an item is familiar, it will suffice by itself.
Keep labels as short as possible, without sacrificing clari-
ty. Present the total number of items on the home page
and on the category page, but not in between. Consider
icons, too, which make it easier to process and distin-
guish between the options.

• If the labels are not familiar, consider adding pictures.
Use icons to explain categories, but only if the icons are
well drawn and recognizable. Otherwise, use pictures.

• For complicated services and products, consider adding
pictures and descriptions to the labels. The descriptions
should provide genuinely new information and not just
reword the labels. Also, be careful not to create redundant
information when adding context to a headline.

Once you’ve simplified the architecture, users should be
able to interact with the choices to their satisfaction.
Thus, you will also have to design a navigation menu that
accommodates the choices and that makes the interaction
comfortable. The process of designing navigation menus
will be discussed in part two of this series.
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FURTHER READINGFURTHER READING

You might be interested in the following resources:

• “Information Architecture 101: Techniques and Best Prac-
tices52,” Cameron Chapman, Six Revisions

• “Classification Schemes (And When to Use Them)53,”
Donna Spencer UX Booth

• “Information Architecture for News Websites54,” Stijn
Debrouwere
A series of six articles.

• “Designing for Mobile, Part 1: Information Architec-
ture55,” Elaine McVicar UX Booth

• “The Elements of Navigation56,” Petter Silfver, Smashing
Magazine
A guide to simplifying and testing labels and icons.

• Smashing Magazine icon packs57❧

52. http://sixrevisions.com/usabilityaccessibility/information-architecture-101-
techniques-and-best-practices/

53. http://www.uxbooth.com/articles/classification-schemes-and-when-to-use-
them/

54. http://stdout.be/2010/04/06/information-architecture-for-news-websites/
55. http://www.uxbooth.com/articles/designing-for-mobile-part-1-information-

architecture/
56. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2012/03/20/the-elements-of-navigation/
57. http://smashingmagazine.com/tag/icons/
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Efficiently Simplifying
Navigation, Part 2:
Navigation Systems

BY ANASTASIOS KARAFILLISBY ANASTASIOS KARAFILLIS ❧❧

How do we make navigation as simple and predictable as
possible? As explained in part 1, the first two steps are to
structure content in a way that naturally narrows the
navigation options, and to explain those options in a way
that minimizes the cognitive load on users.

However, two more steps are required—namely, to
choose the right type of navigation menu, and then to de-
sign it. The second part of this series addresses the third
step and discusses which type of navigation menu is best
suited to which content.

A navigation menu is any area of an interface that pre-
sents navigation options to enable users to find content
on the website. This excludes, for example, articles and
product pages, which might contain hyperlinks but
whose main purpose is consumption, not navigation.

A common distinction in navigation models is be-
tween a primary, traditional navigation system and sec-
ondary, alternate navigation models. Exactly defining
this distinction is difficult. One could say that traditional
navigation requires users mainly to click or hover in or-
der to select or browse meta-data categories, while alter-
nate navigation lacks at least one of these aspects.
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Traditional Navigation Menus
There are five types of traditional navigation menus or
widgets, which can be ordered from simplest to most
complex:

1. Menu bar

2. Regular drop-down menu

3. Mega-menu

4. Separate page

5. Dynamic filters

While sophisticated hybrid solutions are possible and do
exist, all hybrid navigation can be broken down into the
five menu types above. The question now, of course, is
when to use which type of menu.

As explained in part 1, designers use three methods to
explain navigational choices: text, text and pictures, and
text, pictures and descriptions. To minimize the cognitive
load on users, designers should use just enough informa-
tion as the target audience needs to understand their op-
tions.

With that in mind, the following rule of thumb will
help you decide when to use which type of navigation
menu: The fewer the options are and the less information
that is necessary to explain them, the simpler the naviga-
tion should be.
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To better understand why certain widgets are easier to
use and when exactly to choose one over the other, let’s
take a closer look at the five menu types.

MENU BARMENU BAR

Almost every website has a persistent horizontal or verti-
cal bar to accommodate its top-level categories.

The first and most basic navigation anchor — a horizontal or vertical bar
of links. (Large view58, Image source: top: Sharify59,

bottom: Arbor Restaurant60)

58. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
01-navigation-bar.jpg

59. http://sharify.it
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RecommendationRecommendation

The most important or most frequently accessed items or
categories should go in the navigation bar.

ExplanationExplanation

A navigation bar is the simplest type of navigation. The
items or categories in a navigation bar are globally and di-
rectly visible and accessible. By contrast, users have to
hover over a drop-down menu or wait for a separate page
to load in order to access the options they contain.

ProblemsProblems

As soon as the navigation bar (whether horizontal or ver-
tical) takes on more than just a handful of items, and de-
pending on the screen’s width and orientation, it will take
up space that could be used more efficiently to present
the main content.

In the screenshot below, notice that the horizontal
navigation works well, as long as it takes up only a single
row. To accommodate it on a smaller screen, the design-
ers chose to stack the navigation items into rows. This,
however, pushes the main content down, requiring users
to scroll more.

60. http://www.arbor-restaurant.co.uk/
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On a wide screen, a vertical navigation bar allows for
more menu items, but it has another downside. It takes
up horizontal space that could be used to more efficiently
present the main content on a wide screen, whether an
article, a video or product information. In the pictures on
the next page, I’ve mocked up a layout to compare the ef-
fect.

This is why drop-down and fly-out menus are better
suited to many items. They present the additional items
only when requested but stay out of the way otherwise,
thus giving the content center stage.

Multiple rows of navigation make it more difficult to access the content.
(Large view61, Image source: Bay Street Biergarten62)

61. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
02-navigation-stack.jpg

62. http://baystreetbiergarten.com/
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Vertical navigation can hamper the presentation of content on wide
screens. (Large view63, Adapted from: Bay Street Biergarten64)

63. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
03-navigation_bar.jpg

64. http://baystreetbiergarten.com/

63

http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/03-navigation_bar.jpg
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/03-navigation_bar.jpg
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/03-navigation_bar.jpg
http://baystreetbiergarten.com/
http://baystreetbiergarten.com/
http://baystreetbiergarten.com/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/03-navigation_bar.jpg
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/03-navigation_bar.jpg
http://baystreetbiergarten.com/
http://baystreetbiergarten.com/


REGULAR DROP-DOWN MENUSREGULAR DROP-DOWN MENUS

A drop-down or fly-out menu, when triggered, appears on
top of the content. Its entries are stacked vertically in a
single column and consist either of text alone or text and
icons.

RecommendationRecommendation

If the items are best explained by text and the menu is
not very long, then a regular drop-down menu is the sim-
plest, most efficient solution.

ExplanationExplanation

Compared to a mega-menu, a regular drop-down menu
has the following advantages:

A drop-down menu vertically stacks its entries in a single column.
(Large view65, Image source: Blurb66)

65. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
04-dropdown-menu.jpg

66. http://blurb.com
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• It loads more quickly.

• The additional space and visual potential of a mega-menu
would not be taken advantage of with just a few text en-
tries. Also, a mega-menu might confuse users or, at best,
slow them down because users would have to figure out
the layout scheme first. By contrast, a short vertical list is
readily scannable and understood by everyone.

ProblemsProblems

If the menu is long, then things can get tricky. A long ver-
tical drop-down list might get cut off by the browser win-
dow and require users to scroll frequently. There are two
ways to deal with this problem.

One is to break down the list into subcategories. While
a good solution, navigating from submenu to submenu
can be frustrating if the interaction is not designed prop-
erly. This issue will be addressed in part 3 of this series.

A second way to deal with a long drop-down menu is
to use a mega-menu that best fits the screen’s orientation,
such as a horizontal mega-menu for landscape-oriented
screens.

If screen space is critical, adjusting the menu to the screen’s orientation is
a good workaround. (Large view67, Image source: Sunglass Hut68)
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MEGA-MENUSMEGA-MENUS

A special type of drop-down menu is the so-called mega-
menu69. A mega-menu is a drop-down or fly-out menu
that does not merely stack its entries in a single column,
but instead uses images, typographical hierarchy and dif-
ferent layouts to visualize the options.

RecommendationRecommendation

If the options require both text and pictures, then a mega-
menu is the best choice.

A mega-menu is a larger, more sophisticated drop-down menu.
(Large view70, Image source: Design Chemical71)

67. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
05-dropdown-menu.jpg

68. http://sunglasshut.com
69. http://www.nngroup.com/articles/mega-menus-work-well/
70. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/

06-mega-menu.jpg
71. http://www.designchemical.com/blog/index.php/tutorials/

wordpress-tutorial-create-your-own-custom-mega-menu-styles/
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ExplanationExplanation

A regular drop-down menu does not offer the same room
or visualization options. And whether regular and mega,
it has the following advantages over navigation on a sep-
arate page:

• It loads more quickly.

• The cognitive load on users is less. With a separate page,
users have to think more. “Which are the ads?” “Which is
genuine content?” “Where is the navigation?” A drop-
down menu shows only the navigation, and it appears
close to the user’s cursor or finger.

ProblemsProblems

Even a mega-menu is limited in space. If the number of
items is too high, then a separate page becomes in-
evitable.

SEPARATE PAGESSEPARATE PAGES

A fourth way to display items or categories is on a sepa-
rate page.

RecommendationRecommendation

If the menu requires text, pictures and descriptions, then
a separate page is best.
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ExplanationExplanation

Accommodating this kind of navigation as a mega-menu
might be possible, but only if the descriptions are just a
couple of lines long.

A separate page spaciously accommodates subcategories.
(Large view72, Image source: Danske Bank73)

72. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
07-separate-pages.jpg

73. http://danskebank.co.uk/en-gb/Personal/savings/Pages/savings.aspx
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ProblemsProblems

Sending users to a separate page merely to view naviga-
tion options, rather than actual content, is not the most
elegant solution. Also, users are taken out of the context
of the current page. But if a mega-menu would be too un-
wieldy to accommodate the sheer number and size of op-
tions, then a separate page might be the most comfortable
solution.

DYNAMIC FILTERSDYNAMIC FILTERS

Finally, dynamic filters are a complex yet powerful way
to navigate content, whereby users assemble a set of their
desired content on the fly.

Complex yet powerful, dynamic filters enable users to generate a custom
set of content on the fly. (Large view74, Image source: Walmart75)
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While many websites have only one of the first three
menu types, dynamic filters almost never appear on their
own. Instead, they are typically appended to the primary
navigation as an option.

Dynamic filters are often appended to traditional navigation.
(Large view76, Image source: Kmart77)

74. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/08-filter.jpg
75. http://www.walmart.com/browse/computers/tablet-pcs/3944_3951_1078084?

browsein=true&povid=cat1078524-env377582-moduleA062911-lLinkLHN6
TabletPCs&fromPageCatId=1078524&catNavId=1078524

76. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
09-dynamic-filter.jpg

77. http://www.kmart.com/
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Kmart (pictured on the previous site) starts the naviga-
tion process with drop-down menus, both regular and
mega. At the next level, a separate page displays the prod-
uct categories. Finally, once users have navigated to a de-
partment, they will find dynamic filters to refine their se-
lection.

RecommendationRecommendation

In line with the discussion of meta data categories in part
178, we can say that, while the first three navigation types
are best suited to essential and mutually exclusive option-
al categories, dynamic filters are best employed for op-
tional categories that will likely be combined.

ExplanationExplanation

The advantage of dynamic filters is that they allow users
to select and change values on the fly. Instead of going
back and forth between navigation levels, users can stay
on the same level and dynamically combine values until
the results match their criteria.

The fact that dynamic filters are usually vertical is not
a disadvantage because the filtered results are not “con-
tent” per se. They are still a part of the navigation. More-
over, the dynamic relationship between the selected val-
ues on the left and the results on the right gives the user
immediate feedback on how many and which items
match their criteria.

78. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/12/03/
efficiently-simplifying-navigation-information-architecture/
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ProblemsProblems

Dynamic filters are the most powerful but also the most
complex solution. They take up more space and take
longer to load than any other type. Users are required to
analyze and work with multiple elements, including fil-
ters, results, sorting widgets and viewing modes, which
make dynamic filters a challenge to implement on the
desktop, let alone on phones. So, as useful as they are,
avoid them if a simpler navigation type would do the job
just as well.

Alternate Navigation
Almost all websites use one of the traditional types as
their main navigation. Many, however, supplement them
with alternate navigation systems. Evaluating the most
popular ones, therefore, is also important.

Here are the four most common types of alternate
navigation:

• Search

• Site map

• A – Z index

• Tags

SEARCHSEARCH

Search spares users from having to navigate many levels
and gets them directly to their destination. The difference
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is that the title of the page that contains the desired re-
sults will have been set manually by the user.

The designer would apply a tagging and keyword system
to all pages to account for possible miscommunication
between the user and search engine, such as typos, syn-
onyms and different conceptual models of the content. In

Search is a shortcut to the desired content in a complex system with multi-
ple levels. (Large view79, Image source: The Boston Globe80)

79. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
10-search.jpg

80. http://www.bostonglobe.com/queryResult/search
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other words, the search engine will try to guess what the
user means by their query.

RecommendationRecommendation

Present search as a supplement to traditional navigation,
not as an equal or as the primary means of navigation.

ExplanationExplanation

Various studies reach different conclusions on whether
users are search-dominant81. Of course, search-domi-
nance can be influenced by how search is designed and
presented, and prior experiences with poorly designed
navigation can increase search-dominance82. In any case,
don’t promote search as the primary method.

Despite these efforts that developers take to avoid
mistakes, the success rate of search queries remains
low83. The reason is that every website typically has its
own labels, categorization schemes and naming conven-
tions. Users will typically not know the specifics, so they
will often guess-type their query, which can be a cumber-
some and vague process, leading many to search just
once, maybe twice84, before giving up. This is especially
true on mobile devices, where typing queries is less com-
fortable.

Another problem is that, even if all of the results are
relevant, users might question whether they are com-

81. http://www.uie.com/articles/always_search/
82. https://www.measuringusability.com/blog/search-browse.php
83. http://www.nngroup.com/articles/incompetent-search-skills/
84. https://www.uie.com/articles/users_search_once/
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plete. “Did the search engine miss something by misinter-
preting my query?” “Did I miss something by not proper-
ly phrasing my query?” Traditional navigation, by con-
trast, defines and presents the categories85, as well as
shows a comprehensive list of all relevant entries, giving
the user certainty as they browse.

A second phenomenon that is often discussed is that
search has a higher conversion rate than navigation
menus. This, however, can be explained by the distinction
between browsing and searching. Users who are brows-
ing will typically use the menu and will be less deter-
mined to buy something, whereas users who know the
name of what they want to buy will usually just type it in-
to the search field.

Nevertheless, even if search is more efficient for find-
ing particular products than browsing, it is not as popular
with users.

One problem with search is that, with all of the specif-
ic and often regionally different product names and mod-
el types, recalling a product’s exact name is not straight-
forward. “Was it GS-50 or G-150?” “Does this one have the
extended battery?” With dynamic filters, users may speci-
fy exactly the features they are looking for, without hav-
ing to recall model type or version number.

85. http://uxmyths.com/post/717755413/
myth-search-will-solve-a-websites-navigation-problems
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Another problem is that search can hamper the discovery
of related items. If the user finds the exact item they are

Users tend to prefer traditional navigation to search, even when searching
for a particular product. (Large view86, Image source: KISSmetrics blog87)

86. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/
11-search-vs-navigation.jpg

87. https://blog.kissmetrics.com/ecommerce-website-search/
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looking for through search, it might be the only item they
see. With dynamic filters, users will see not only the de-
sired item, but also similar items, including ones that
have additional features or a lower price.

Adding dynamic filters to a search engine is possible,
of course, which would essentially combine the advan-
tages of both navigation models in one interface.

All in all, a search engine, especially one with sophisti-
cated features and algorithms, can produce good results,
but its inherent problems keep it inferior to a well-de-
signed traditional menu. This is why search is better as a
back-up method, in case the menu fails the user, but not
as the primary or sole means of navigation.

Finally, be aware that search works better in native ap-
plications populated by user-generated content, because
the user will know how they’ve named or tagged their
own content.

A – Z INDEXA – Z INDEX

An A – Z index comprehensively or almost comprehen-
sively lists the items available on a website, in alphabeti-
cal order.
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RecommendationRecommendation

Don’t prioritize an A – Z index over a traditional menu.
Also, listing only the category pages is often more effi-
cient than listing thousands of individual pages.

An A – Z index sorts the content of a website comprehensively and
alphabetically. (Source: Simply Recipes88)

88. http://www.simplyrecipes.com/index/
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ExplanationExplanation

An A – Z index is easy to use because everybody knows
how to navigate an alphabetical list. But a site-wide index
has three problems.

First, an A – Z index typically works well with text but
rarely with pictures and descriptions, which are often
needed.

Secondly, adjusting vocabulary to the user’s expecta-
tions is not straightforward. With regional, outdated or
conceptually different terminology, users could wind up
looking for an item in a completely wrong section of the
index. The only workaround, although one that muddies
the information architecture, is to include synonyms. In
traditional navigation, synonyms are not as big a problem
because, ideally, users will be moving from handful of
choices to handful of choices.

Thirdly, an A – Z index, much like search, can hamper
the discovery of related items. If users are looking for
“eggs and beans” in an A – Z index, they will get eggs and
beans and nothing else. In traditional navigation, users
would see other breakfast recipes along the way as they
navigate to “eggs and beans” through the “Breakfast” cat-
egory, and without being slowed down (as long as the
“Breakfast” category is sorted alphabetically). This is good
for both the user and the website.

SITE MAPSSITE MAPS

A site map displays the navigational structure of a web-
site, typically with headings and subheadings.
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RecommendationRecommendation

A crawlable sitemap.xml file will help search engines in-
dex the website. But its interactive representation, the
site map, should be deemphasized as a means of naviga-
tion.

ExplanationExplanation

A site map usually consists only of text. But users often
need icons, photographs and descriptions to understand

A site map visualizes the navigational structure of a website.
(Large view89, Source: NBCNews.com90)

89. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/13-map.jpg
90. http://www.nbcnews.com/html/msnbc/HtmlSitemap0.html
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the options. While including these elements in a site map
is possible, it would only aggravate the second problem,
which is that a site map typically displays all items at
once, offering no way to skip or hide undesired items.
This poses problems for the user who is trying to scan
and interact with the information, especially if the con-
tent is voluminous.

TAGSTAGS

Tags, in their default state, can be described as keywords
without parent or child categories. They tend to appear at
the end of articles.

RecommendationRecommendation

A tag-based system calls for additional measures to work
well. But even then, it remains inferior to a traditional
category-based system.

Tags with a “More about” label (Source: Euronews91)

91. http://www.euronews.com/2013/10/08/obama-warns-republicans-to-stop-
using-extortion-and-pledges-talks-once-budget-/
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ExplanationExplanation

Of all of the alternate navigation models, tags come clos-
est to traditional navigation. After all, tagging (which is
essentially the process of creating meta data) is the first
step to building a proper information architecture, the
foundation of traditional navigation. However, with even
just a handful of tags per article, you could amass hun-
dreds or thousands of tags very quickly.

This is why categorizing the tags is important. By or-
ganizing tags into parent and child categories, designers
can structure a lot of tags into small sets of related infor-
mation. Traditional navigation that includes these cate-
gories will enable the user to easily skip undesired sets
and browse only the ones that interest them.

Many content-based websites, though, substitute a so-
phisticated traditional menu with hybrid navigation.
They categorize tags loosely at best, relying initially on
other navigation models, such as internal and external
search engines, feeds and social media links. This type of
system can get users to the desired article, but it makes it
difficult for users to identify the aspect of the article that
they’re interested in. To compensate, some designers sim-
ply conclude articles with a list of keywords—for exam-
ple, “Barack Obama,” “Democrats,” “Republicans,” “health
care,” “shutdown.” Users would, then, access the tag they
are interested in to browse related articles.

In traditional navigation, the user would navigate cat-
egories that contain and contextualize the keywords that
they are interested in—for example, News→ Politics→
US→ Domestic policy→ Health care. In this case, the
user would be interested in the given article because it
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discusses the US health care system, not necessarily be-
cause it mentions Barack Obama, the Democrats, the Re-
publicans or the shutdown. To see related articles, users
would simply access the parent category.

A tag-based system is most efficient if it is complemented
by strong social media and a robust search engine. But it
remains a fuzzier way to navigate, more like fishing than
purposeful searching. Also, users should not have to rely
on search and external links to navigate a website. In-
stead, they should be able to find any piece of informa-
tion right from the home page, and a well-designed tradi-
tional menu is still the most efficient method to enable
that.

Conclusion
When it comes to choosing the right type of navigation,
the bottom line is simple: The fewer the options are and

A traditional levels-based menu is the most precise type of navigation.
(Large view92, Image source: The Telegraph93)

92. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/15-tags.jpg
93. http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/germany/10414460/

German-delegation-to-quiz-US-officials-over-spying.html
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the less information that is necessary to explain them, the
simpler the navigation should be.

The more difficult question is usually whether and
how to implement alternate navigation models, in addi-
tion to the traditional system.

Alternate solutions might not be expensive to create or
difficult to implement. But they all have inherent obsta-
cles to interaction that prevent them from being viable as
primary or exclusive systems. Moreover, users typically
do not look for these alternatives unless the main naviga-
tion fails them.

So, rather than investing much effort into developing
or improving these secondary solutions, invest in proper-
ly designing the main navigation, thus hopefully render-
ing a secondary solution unnecessary.

The recommendations in this chapter are summarized
below.

CHOOSING TRADITIONAL NAVIGATIONCHOOSING TRADITIONAL NAVIGATION

• A vertical navigation bar is no less usable than a horizon-
tal one, but it could draw attention away from the main
content by appearing in the same field of view. A horizon-
tal bar is efficient for top-level categories, as long as the
items fit on a single row. If a single row is not feasible,
then use a drop-down menu or a separate page, rather
than a fixed vertical menu.

• If text is sufficient to explain the options, then go with a
regular drop-down menu. Break down long lists into sub-
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categories, or choose a mega-menu layout that suits the
screen’s orientation.

• If text and pictures are required, then go with a mega-
menu.

• If text, pictures and descriptions are necessary, then go
with a separate page.

• The solutions above work well for essential and mutually
exclusive optional categories. If optional categories are
likely to be combined, then append dynamic filters to the
traditional menu.

CHOOSING ALTERNATE NAVIGATIONCHOOSING ALTERNATE NAVIGATION

• Search or an A – Z index works well if the user knows the
exact name of the item they are looking for. However,
both systems are prone to vagueness and often hamper
the discoverability of related items. Don’t emphasize
them over traditional navigation.

• Tag-based navigation could be a good alternate system, if
properly subcategorizing the content would be too expen-
sive or too difficult. However, it would have to be comple-
mented by strong social media integration and search.

Knowing which navigation type best suits the options
counts for a lot. But a fourth step is still required—name-
ly, to design the navigation to be as simple, predictable
and comfortable as possible.
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FURTHER READINGFURTHER READING

• “Is It Time to Rethink Website Navigation?94,” Jason
Gross, Six Revisions

• “The Case Against Vertical Navigation95,” Louis Lazaris,
Smashing Magazine

• “Designing Search96,” Tony Russell-Rose, UX Magazine

• “Dynamic Tag-Based Navigation for Web Sites97,” Hein-
rich Hussmann, Academia

• “A – Z Website Indexes Explained98,” Heather Hedden,
SitePoint❧

94. http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
95. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/

the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
96. http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
97. http://www.academia.edu/2866153/

Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
98. http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/

EFFICIENTLY SIMPLIFYING NAVIGATION, PART 2: NAVIGATION SYSTEMS

86

http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
http://www.academia.edu/2866153/Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
http://www.academia.edu/2866153/Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
http://www.academia.edu/2866153/Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/
http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/
http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/
http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
http://sixrevisions.com/user-interface/is-it-time-to-rethink-website-navigation/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/11/the-case-against-vertical-navigation/
http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
http://uxmag.com/contributors/tony-russell-rose/
http://www.academia.edu/2866153/Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
http://www.academia.edu/2866153/Dynamic_Tag_Based_Navigation_for_Web_Sites
http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/
http://www.sitepoint.com/a-z-indexes/


Navigation For Mega-Sites

BY PAUL BOAGBY PAUL BOAG ❧❧

For most websites, navigation is not particularly chal-
lenging. A primary navigation bar, supported by sub-navi-
gation, is often enough.

Typically, sub-navigation displays the parent, siblings
and children of the current page. A persistent primary
navigation bar shows top-level pages, allowing users to
move between sections.

However, there is one class of website for which this
traditional form of navigation falls short. It is what I refer
to as a “mega-site”.

What Is A Mega-Site?
A mega-site is typically owned by a large organization
that encompasses a broad range of services or products.
The organization also often supports a diverse user base.

Organizations with mega-sites include institutions
such as the BBC99, companies with diverse portfolios
such as Microsoft100, government bodies, higher-educa-
tion institutions and large charities that run many cam-
paigns, such as the World Wildlife Fund101.

These websites:

• are extremely large,

99. http://bbc.co.uk
100. http://www.microsoft.com
101. http://worldwildlife.org
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• are many levels deep,

• are made up of many micro-websites and subsections,

• cater to many audiences,

• have multiple entry points.

Websites of this size and complexity bring some unique
navigational challenges.

The Challenges Of Navigation On
Mega-Sites
At our company, we do a lot of work on mega-sites, and
they can prove to be particularly challenging, especially
when trying to use traditional navigation.

TRADITIONAL NAVIGATION CANNOT SUPPORTTRADITIONAL NAVIGATION CANNOT SUPPORT
DEPTHDEPTH

The deeper the website, the more that traditional naviga-
tion struggles. Navigation can comfortably accommodate
three levels; beyond that, one of two things happens. Ei-
ther the navigation expands to the point where more
screen real estate is dedicated to navigation than to con-
tent (a problem made worse by the sheer number of pages
on a mega-site), or higher pages in the information archi-
tecture no longer appear in the navigation.

In the latter case, if the user is deep within the web-
site, they will lose the context of where they are because
they are not seeing where the current page fits in the
website’s structure.

NAVIGATION FOR MEGA-SITES

88



The latter problem can be partially mitigated by well-im-
plemented breadcrumbs. However, this is not the only is-
sue with traditional navigation.

TRADITIONAL NAVIGATION CANNOT SUPPORTTRADITIONAL NAVIGATION CANNOT SUPPORT
MULTIPLE ENTRY POINTSMULTIPLE ENTRY POINTS

Traditional navigation can confuse users who enter the
website via a micro-site or subsection.

While traditional navigational approaches, combined with breadcrumbs,
can scale to accommodate mega-sites, they do so at the cost of ever-in-

creasing real estate. (Large view102)

102. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/unilever.jpg
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Take a student who is considering attending a univer-
sity for post-graduate studies. This person is probably
more interested in a particular faculty or school than in
the institution as a whole. They could, therefore, very
well enter the website at that level, rather than at the uni-
versity’s home page.

Another example would be a single mother wanting to
know about child benefits. They are more likely to arrive
on the benefits subsite than on the government’s home
page. In such situations, the user’s focus is on their cur-
rent context (i.e. post-graduate studies or child benefits).
They are not immediately interested in the broader mega-
site.

Unfortunately, traditional primary and secondary nav-
igation exposes the user to this broader context, whether
they want it or not.

To make matters worse, the current context can actu-
ally alter the user’s perception of the navigation items.
For example, would our post-graduate student think that
a link labelled “About us” is about the school in question
or about the larger institution. In some extreme cases,
you can even find the same navigation labels being used
for both the current context and the broader institution
(for example, information about the university and about
the school might both be labelled “About us” on the same
page).

How, then, can we solve the navigation problems of
mega-sites?
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Navigation Solutions
As with all things, there is no perfect solution. However,
there are solutions that are a step forward from naviga-
tion better suited to small websites. The first of these so-
lutions is the most radical.

GET RID OF NAVIGATION ENTIRELYGET RID OF NAVIGATION ENTIRELY

I first heard of this approach in Russ Weakley’s talk about
doing away with traditional navigation104 back in 2006. It
rejects the idea of imposing a navigational structure upon

Does a section labelled “Research” on a university’s page refer to the entire
university or just the school being viewed? What about when the same la-

bel appears twice but goes to two separate places? (Large view103)

103. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
104. http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3

91

http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3
http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/uni-of-bath-670x508.jpg
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3
http://www.r2.co.nz/20060525/russ.mp3


users, instead allowing them to find their own path
through the website.

This is achieved by making each Web page a stand-
alone document and tagging it with appropriate meta da-
ta. Users can then find pages through a combination of
search and navigating by tags. Pulling in links to related
documents based on the meta data associated with each
page would also be possible.

This approach has several advantages:

• It supports a website of limitless size.

• It is ideally suited to users who come to the website from
a deep link.

• It allows for a much more dynamic relationship between
pages and easily accommodates pages being added and
removed.

Of course, it is not without its challenges. While individ-
ual sections of the website could still have a landing page
(for example, section.acme.com), the business may well
struggle with the idea of not having a specific website to
manage. More importantly, this approach relies heavily
on having well-tagged documents and powerful search
functionality, both of which are hard to achieve with a
mega-site.

That said, it is an option, and one that shouldn’t be
quickly dismissed.
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SPLIT THE WEBSITE INTO SMALLERSPLIT THE WEBSITE INTO SMALLER
MICRO-SITESMICRO-SITES

Another approach is to break the mega-site into a number
of smaller more manageable micro-sites. This is the ap-
proach adopted by the BBC105.

Instead of treating its Web presence as a single entity,
the BBC has broken it down into subsites, such as news,
sports, TV, radio and so on. Each website has its own nav-
igation and thus avoids the problems associated with
mega-sites.

The way the BBC avoids a disjointed experience for
users who move between micro-sites is to ensure consis-
tency in top-level navigation and in the user interface.

Although the BBC’s micro-sites do vary in appearance,
they make use of the same primary navigation, and also
have a consistent design language for things like typogra-
phy, layout and modules. This language, defined on the
BBC’s Global Experience Language106 (GEL) website, is
consistent enough to ensure a stable user experience yet
flexible enough to cater to different audiences and sub-
ject matter.

It is a fine line to walk. Make each micro-site too dif-
ferent and users will become confused by changes in the
UI. Make them too similar and users will be thrown off
upon finding that the website does not have a single navi-
gational structure.

105. http://bbc.co.uk
106. http://www.bbc.co.uk/gel
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The BBC avoids being a mega-site by splitting its Web presence into a
number of smaller websites, while maintaining consistency in navigation

and design language. (Large view107)

107. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/bbc-670x972.jpg
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USE A BREADCRUMB-DRIVEN APPROACHUSE A BREADCRUMB-DRIVEN APPROACH

A third solution is the one adopted by Gov.uk108. It does
away with dedicated areas for navigation, and instead us-
es the page’s content to link to its children. It then uses
breadcrumbs to help the user identify where they are
within the navigational hierarchy and to move back up
the tree when needed.

The approach has many advantages. For a start, it mini-
mizes the space dedicated to navigation, while at the
same time allowing for much more detailed descriptions
of each child. In that sense, it is the simplest, cleanest and
easiest to understand of the approaches.

Gov.uk relies almost exclusively on breadcrumbs for navigation.
(Large view109)

108. http://gov.uk
109. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/gov-uk-670x422.jpg
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It also translates well to mobile devices, which account
for 45% of Gov.uk’s Web traffic110.

The prominent breadcrumbs make clear to the user
where they are on the website, while in-page navigation
to child pages makes the next step obvious. Most of all,
the emphasis on content, rather than navigation, appeals
to me the most.

Unfortunately, it does have its downsides.
By relying entirely on breadcrumbs and in-page links

to children, the user has little context of their current po-
sition. They are unaware of the siblings of the current
page and of the overall shape of the website (for example,
they are unaware of the top-level sections).

This is not a problem if the user is trying to complete a
specific task and the website has catered to that task by
bringing all content related to it in a single place. Howev-
er, when a user is in general research mode or when the
content related to the task is spread across multiple
pages, this approach can prove frustrating.

The frustration is caused by the breadcrumb naviga-
tion requiring the user to navigate up and down the web-
site’s structure. There is no way to enable jumping be-
tween sections.

Fortunately, there is a hybrid approach, which uses
breadcrumbs as the primary navigational tool, but aug-
mented with more traditional navigation.

110. http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/

NAVIGATION FOR MEGA-SITES

96

http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/
http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/
http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/
http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/
http://digital.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/


My Preferred Solution
My preferred solution is inspired by the navigational ap-
proach used by BBC Sports before GEL was introduced.

Instead of running them horizontally, the BBC flipped
the traditional breadcrumbs vertically. At the end of each
breadcrumb list, the current page also showed its chil-
dren. When you reached the bottom of the tree, the navi-
gation would continue to display the siblings of the cur-
rent page, instead of its children.

This approach grouped all navigation together in a single
place, gave the user a clear sense of their location and re-

The old BBC Sports website used vertical breadcrumbs as the primary nav-
igation tool. When the user entered a section, such as football, all other

sports (i.e. the siblings) would be removed, focusing the user on the subject
at hand. (Large view111)

111. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/BBC-sports-old.jpg
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duced the space dedicated to navigation. Yet, it still suf-
fered from the problems of Gov.uk.

When working on the University of Brighton112, we
proposed BBC Sports’ approach, but added one important
thing. We suggested keeping a consistent top-level navi-
gation bar. While this adds more navigation to the page,
it gives the user an instant overview of the structure of
the website. This enables users who require information
from multiple sections (say, a prospective student re-
searching courses as well as accommodation) to jump
quickly between those sections.

In many cases, this is enough to create a simple yet
powerful user experience. However, it does not address
the need to be able to see the siblings of the current page.

Showing Siblings While Using
Breadcrumb Navigation
So far, I have considered two possible solutions to this is-
sue.

One works on the assumption that siblings often have
a relationship with each other; they are part of the same
story, if you will. On that basis, the simple addition of
“next” and “previous” buttons (such as you find on many
blogs) might be enough of a solution. Users could then
move between siblings with the single click of a button.

An alternative approach would be to make each level
of the breadcrumb navigation a flyout menu, thereby ex-
posing the siblings of that level. This would enable the

112. http://brighton.ac.uk
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user to jump to any sibling on any level of the website
and potentially do away with the need for a separate pri-
mary navigation bar.

This could work whether you use vertical breadcrumb
navigation or traditional horizontal breadcrumbs.

That said, I haven’t tested this approach, and some will
have concerns about touch devices.

More Ideas Needed
As you can see, the issue of navigation on mega-sites is a
thorny one, and there does not seem to be a single obvi-
ous solution. One of the primary reasons for writing this

By adding flyout menus to the vertical breadcrumb navigation, you give
users quick access to any sibling on any level of the website. (Large view113)

113. http://boagworld.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/
vertical-breadcrumb-nav.jpg
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chapter is to open a discussion on the subject and hope-
fully encourage the exploration of some alternative ap-
proaches.❧
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Responsive Navigation On
Complex Websites

BY JON RUNDLEBY JON RUNDLE ❧❧

Central to a solid user experience is a well-structured,
simple navigation system. Over the past few months, I’ve
been involved in launching two large institutional web-
sites with complex navigation systems. Maintaining sim-
plicity on such large websites becomes increasingly diffi-
cult as content requirements grow and tiers of navigation
are added, not to mention the extra complexity added by
small screens.

To illustrate the techniques involved in implementing
responsive navigation on a large website, I’ll refer to two
actual clients of mine. I’ll start with the process and how
to get through it with research and mockups, then later
get into some of the actual code that was used.

Middlesex-London Health Unit

THE PROCESSTHE PROCESS

The key to success in every project, particularly a large
website, is to work closely with the client, keeping them
involved in as many aspects of the design process as pos-
sible. Before we get into code and how to build a website
technically, we need to learn more about the project. At
ResIM114, we start with audience research, before pro-
gressing through information architecture115, wirefram-
ing116 and wireframe usability testing.
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In our latest project for a public health organization,
the Middlesex-London Health Unit117 (MLHU), we started
with audience research to find out the kinds of informa-
tion that public users look for on health-related websites.
Considering that MLHU’s website had over 1300 pages to
be overhauled, we needed to make sure that priority con-
tent gets the focus it deserves.

As a design studio, we’ve tried different forms of audi-
ence research. One of our go-to methods is to bring in
users to walk through a wireframe website, seeing how
long it takes them to perform various tasks and to find
various sections of the website, while video recording118

them. This style of testing doesn’t always yield perfect re-
sults because many inexperienced users will have prob-
lems understanding a website without graphics, colors,
etc. But it still provides valuable insight into how easy or
difficult content is to find.

This method works well when the structure and site
map are defined, but we weren’t quite at that stage and
needed to step back. MLHU has various committees and
groups that had to be represented on the website, and we
needed to make sure that everyone’s voice is heard.

We started by meeting with all of the committee
members who were appointed to work on the website, to
determine which parts of the website were most impor-
tant. After hearing each group state its case as to why its

114. http://www.resolutionim.com
115. http://www.omnigroup.com/products/omnigraffle/
116. http://www.mockflow.com/
117. http://www.healthunit.com
118. http://silverbackapp.com/
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information needed to be prominent on the website, we
started to build a proper hierarchy. We realized there
were a lot of different sections and areas, and we needed
a way to group them into fewer parent items in order for
the user to be able to interpret and navigate more quickly.
We decided to piece together a lot of similar categories,
and we named each of these groups; these would become
our four main navigation items.

This was a great accomplishment, but we quickly real-
ized that we needed to call attention to other important
pages that weren’t necessarily grouped into those four
sections. We created a supporting menu to accommodate
and provide access to some of these non-health-related
topics. Once we had built this streamlined navigation and
worked it into our wireframes, we ran them through a
testing period, in which we had users walk through areas
of the website, performing tasks and finding information.

Watching people use this streamlined navigation, we
noticed that each of them was able to quickly find the sec-
tion of the website they were looking for and then effort-
lessly find the particular page and information they were
after. These results from real-world users reinforced the
decisions we had made in the information architecture.
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From here, we were able to move into the interface design
phase, which included mocking up the responsive mobile
view. Many clients struggle with the concept that a re-
sponsive mobile website is, in fact, the same website they
see on their desktop, and not a whole new skin for mo-
bile. Showing these clients a little less in the mockup
phase is sometimes valuable.

For this reason, we typically leave tablet views out of
this step, to enable us to control how the website transi-
tions from the big “desktop” view down to the small “mo-
bile” view. In the case of MLHU, I realized with the older
ages of some of our target users, we couldn’t rely on typi-
cal top-right hamburger-style121 navigation.

MLHU’s site map. (Large view119, Image: Healthunit120)

119. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/
1-mlhu-sitemap_large_mini.jpg

120. https://www.healthunit.com/
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Feeling that this solution would have been more diffi-
cult for certain users, I opted instead for vertical text-
based navigation. This gave the second level of naviga-
tion a better layout, by allowing users to view all menu
options before making a selection.

IMPLEMENTATIONIMPLEMENTATION

Our initial concern in the MLHU project was whether we
could keep the mobile navigation structure congruent
with the desktop version. Typically, one can hide naviga-
tion under a hamburger-style button, a common design

MLHU’s website on mobile. (Large view122, Source: Healthunit)

121. http://dribbble.s3.amazonaws.com/users/5973/screenshots/880056/
lexicon-nuggets-2-ui-hamburger.png

122. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/
2-mlhu-example_large_mini.jpg
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pattern. However, our target audience included a wide
age range, and we felt that displaying the full text of the
navigation would be more user-friendly.

If we were to keep the navigation the same and then
make some CSS adjustments to wrap the navigation in a
box and stack the navigation vertically instead of hori-
zontally, we could achieve the solution we were looking
for.

function navIn() {

[...]

} else if($(window).width() < 600) { /* Here's

where we check for the screen size and do a slide

instead. */

$(this).children('ul').slideDown();

$(this).addClass('hovering');

}

MLHU’s mobile navigation. (Source: Healthunit)
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[...]

}

A JavaScript-based solution for our desktop navigation in-
teraction was in place, using the hoverIntent plugin123,
but we needed to adjust it to work properly on mobile.
Our solution was to add a condition to check the screen’s
size and, if small, to switch to a toggle slide instead of a
hover fade in/out. A toggle slide gives a more native feel
to the website, making it fit in and feel quicker on a mo-
bile device, whereas a fade can feel slow and unrespon-
sive when interacted with on a touchscreen.

<div id="mobileNav">

<a id="searchIcon" href="#"><img src="/images/

searchIcon.png" width="24px" height="24px" alt=""

/></a>

<a id="mobileNavIcon" href="#"><img src="/images/

mobileNav.png" width="38px" height="20px" alt=""

/></a>

</div>

Seneca College

THE PROCESSTHE PROCESS

A second instance of our process was the design and UX
overhaul of Seneca College124’s public website. We

123. http://cherne.net/brian/resources/jquery.hoverIntent.html
124. http://www.senecacollege.ca/
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couldn’t reduce the main navigation as we did with ML-
HU because of different content requirements and orga-
nizational constraints. We didn’t need to work through
an information architecture phase because the navigation
was already set for us by the client; so, we moved right in-
to wireframing and interface concepts. Similar to MLHU,
we also mocked up a responsive mobile view and ex-
plored ways to display the navigation in an effective for-
mat.

Recognizing that this target audience is much
younger, I felt strongly about using a streamlined naviga-
tion that is revealed via a hamburger-style vertical side
menu. The hamburger icon has become popular through
its use in many mobile applications, and it frees up space
in the website’s header for the logo and search icon. A lot
of sublevel pages needed to be displayed on Seneca Col-
lege’s website, and showing them all at once in the header
navigation would have been a bit too much.

My solution was to display sectional navigation at the
top of every inner page. This secondary navigation would
allow the user to quickly move through sections of the
website without having to scroll through a long menu.
With the complexity of a large website, making it naviga-
ble before showing the main content on the inner pages
is sometimes necessary.

If you’re unsure of which route to take, try doing some
extra audience research using mobile wireframes, and get
a feel for how real-world users respond to the solutions.
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IMPLEMENTATIONIMPLEMENTATION

Seneca’s navigation system is more complex and its mo-
bile and desktop versions more different from each other
than MLHU’s. We needed to find a way to replace the
main navigation with a hamburger icon once the screen
reaches a certain size. We started with a div for the mo-
bile navigation that sits inside the header, but we didn’t
want it to show up in the desktop view, so we hid it with
CSS.

@media only screen and (max-width: 600px) {

nav li {

Seneca’s website on mobile. (Large view125, Source: Seneca126)

125. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/
3-seneca-example_large_mini.jpg

126. http://www.senecacollege.ca/
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width: 100%;

box-sizing: border-box;

}

nav a {

background: rgba(0,0,0,0.5);

padding: 10px 12px;

text-align: left;

margin: 0;

box-sizing: border-box;

}

}

#mobileNav {

display: none;

}

For screens that are big enough, we display the aforemen-
tioned hidden div using media queries.

@media only screen and (max-width: 600px) {

#mobileNav {

display:block;

Seneca’s div for mobile navigation. (Source: Seneca)
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}

}

At the same time, we restyled the navigation and hid it.
Feel free to get creative with restyling the navigation for
mobile. I wanted full-width navigation that slides down,
pushing the rest of the content, but you could instead ab-
solutely position the menu to overlap the main content,
or achieve an off-screen push effect using something like
PageSlide127. Many different techniques are possible; ex-
periment with what you like and what feels best for the
website.

@media only screen and (max-width: 600px) {

nav {

display: none;

width: 100%;

background: #000;

margin-left: -20px;

padding-right: 40px;

}

nav li {

display: block;

margin: 20px 0 20px 20px;

width: 100%;

}

nav a {

127. http://srobbin.com/jquery-plugins/pageslide/
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color: #FFF;

margin: 0;

width: 100%;

}

}

Lastly, completing our toggle is simply a matter of adding
some JavaScript, similar to the example above.

$('#mobileNavIcon').click(function () {

$('nav').slideToggle();

return false;

});

Seneca’s mobile navigation opened. (Source: Seneca)
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It’s imperative to make design decisions that enhance the
user experience by considering the results of usability
testing, the perceived skill level of all user sets, and the
general characteristics of the audience. As demonstrated
in the cases above, even though a hamburger-style menu
icon has become the industry standard128, it might not be
the best approach given the age or competency of the tar-
get audience.

Other Techniques
I’m always looking for new solutions to the problem of
complex navigation. Below are a few examples that could
be really useful, depending on the requirements of the
project.

PAGESLIDEPAGESLIDE

I like that PageSlide follows the current mobile app trend
with a pull-out side menu. Users are getting more com-
fortable with these menus and how they work. The bene-
fit is a much taller scrollable menu that doesn’t push con-
tent too far down.

RESPONSIVE MULTI-LEVEL MENURESPONSIVE MULTI-LEVEL MENU

Responsive Multi-Level Menu129 is great for a few rea-
sons. It mimics normal drop-down navigation, which is
usually triggered by mouse hovering, and implements it

128. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2012/10/08/
the-semantic-responsive-design-navicon/

129. http://tympanus.net/Development/ResponsiveMultiLevelMenu/index.html
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effectively for touchscreens. It also makes it easy for
users to jump down a few levels without forcing new
pages to load.

Conclusion
Making design decisions based on your users should be
paramount. If you aren’t involved in the initial design
phase, then at least try to get involved in the responsive
portion of the project. You need to help make sure that
the direction taken is in the best interest of users, based
on their comprehension of the systems you plan on using
and their ability to access content.

Next, determine what code is needed to make a
smooth transition from desktop to mobile. Does it require
some JavaScript to animate nicely? Does its orientation
need to change from horizontal to vertical? What can you
do with the initial CSS to allow for an even smoother
transition that requires fewer adjustments to media
queries?

Lastly, don’t let a complex navigation system or infor-
mation architecture intimidate you. There’s always a way
to simplify it to its core and to provide those layers to the
user in a way that is non-threatening and easy to under-
stand. Take on the challenge and have fun with it!

OTHER RESOURCESOTHER RESOURCES

You may be interested in the following articles and relat-
ed resources:
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• PageSlide130

This jQuery plugin slides a Web page over to reveal an in-
teractive pane.

• Responsive Multi-Level Menu131

This space-saving drop-down menu includes subtle ef-
fects.

• “Convert a Menu to a Dropdown for Small Screens132,”
CSS-Tricks

• “Responsive Navigation Patterns133,” Brad Frost❧

130. http://srobbin.com/jquery-plugins/pageslide/
131. http://tympanus.net/Development/ResponsiveMultiLevelMenu/index.html
132. http://css-tricks.com/convert-menu-to-dropdown/
133. http://bradfrostweb.com/blog/web/responsive-nav-patterns/
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Off The Beaten Canvas:
Exploring The Potential Of
The Off-Canvas Pattern

BY KYLE PEATTBY KYLE PEATT ❧❧

The off-canvas flyout menu has taken over as the primary
navigation pattern for mobile layouts—even some desk-
top layouts have jumped on board. And for good reason:
An off-canvas menu is a great way to maintain context
while giving the user a lot of additional information.

In this chapter, we’ll talk about why off-canvas has be-
come so successful as a navigation pattern and show its
potential to be so much more. From filters on product list
pages to shopping carts to lists of recently viewed arti-
cles, the potential of this pattern is bound only by our dri-
ve to pioneer. It’s time that we explore just how far off
canvas we can go.

Here Be Dragons
You’ve seen off-canvas flyouts before—you know, those
sidebars that slide in from the edge of the screen? By
now, they could even be considered commonplace.
There’s a reason their popularity has exploded recently:
In mobile, the notion of a window has all but disappeared.
The majority of devices on the market today give us little
control over the window.
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Instead, we have only two major layers to work with: the
viewport and the canvas. While these offer plenty of po-
tential, designers have started to chafe against the limita-
tions of the constrained viewport. The off-canvas fly-
out—used sparingly on the desktop—becomes extremely
important in this landscape.

With the limited real estate on mobile devices, design-
ers saw the need to open up space and present relevant
information without forcing the user to lose context or
leave their position on the screen. Going off-canvas en-
ables us to do that. On the desktop, we rarely go off can-
vas—there just isn’t the need. In mobile, off-canvas is a
groundbreaking concept. It creates a new frontier of de-
sign possibilities. And, as with mapping any unexplored
territory, it offers treasure to those willing to take the
risks. For designers, it’s a rare opportunity to create some-
thing new.
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The Early Explorers
Certainly, the first people to go beyond the canvas and
brave the unknown are lost to us. Like the Americas, we
remember only those who made landfall most famously.
Thus, Facebook is our Columbus.

Facebook set out to solve a very specific problem that
it found on mobile screens. Its navigation menu is long,
with a lot of content that is relevant to the user. The user
needs to be able to explore that navigation without losing
their place in the timeline. If they decide not to navigate
away, they should be able to jump right back to where
they were.

Facebook’s original off-canvas flyout was a lot like what Facebook cur-
rently has as its mobile Web navigation. Today, it still uses off-canvas for

its messaging system, as well as its Android apps. (Large view134)
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Common navigation patterns wouldn’t work. The menu
is too long to pop over the entire screen, and if it appeared
elsewhere on the canvas, it would pull the users out of
context. The solution to the problem was to lock the can-
vas and pull it to the right—revealing the navigation un-
derneath. Using off-canvas like this was an entirely novel
concept.

Charting New Territory
The reason it works—and why it feels so natural—is be-
cause the action is very natural. Moving something to the
side temporarily and redirecting focus, while keeping a
glimpse of what the user was doing before, is an extreme-
ly common action in the physical realm. We’ll hold our
place in a newspaper as we flip to a referenced section.
We’ll keep our thumb on a page and flip to an endnote in
a book. We’ll jut out a sheet as we try to find the receipt
for a line item in our tax return.

These are all physical examples of what the off-canvas
flyout emulates: saving your spot so that you can get
right back to what you were doing. The off-canvas flyout
is a perfect way to interact with content in mobile be-
cause it solves a very distinct problem: focus.

In mobile, all we have is focus. This makes maintain-
ing context extremely hard. We force users to scroll up
and down, and we hide and reveal content to do all of the
things we want users to do. Scroll bars, which would indi-

134. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/
facebook-flyout-large.png
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cate where the user is on the page, are usually absent, and
getting back to one’s exact place is often hard. Context is
important to the user’s mental map of the content. With-
out it, they’d get lost and fall off of the website.

With off-canvas flyouts, we maintain context on the
page while presenting a huge array of new information.
Flyouts can hold entire pages worth of new interactions
and content, without the user getting lost at all. It’s an ex-
tremely powerful pattern, with potential that we haven’t
even begun to uncover.

Flat-Earth Syndrome
Despite all of this potential, we aren’t really willing to
push the boundaries of off-canvas. We designers have de-
veloped an unfortunate tendency to avoid experimenta-
tion. We’re more than willing to implement proven pat-
terns, but we’re less likely to think critically about why a
pattern is successful. Sure, we know that the off-canvas
flyout is great for navigation, but that’s not all it’s good
for.

Facebook wasn’t solving a navigation problem when it
created the pattern. It was solving an interaction prob-
lem. It needed a way to present a large quantity of inter-
actions and information without distracting the user
from their original intention—the timeline. Instead of
thinking of the off-canvas flyout as a navigation pattern,
we need to think of it as a content strategy. How do we
present more information to the user without distracting
them from what’s at hand?
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Facebook didn’t limit the flyout to navigation either. It
used it for the list of messaging contacts as well. This is
probably an even better use of the flyout because users
are highly inclined to quickly pop open the sidebar, see
who’s online, and send them a quick message before re-
turning to browse the timeline. Patterns like this are not
immutable. In fact, the only way they’ll get better is if we
continually experiment with them. Facebook revolution-
ized the way we lay out content for mobile, and very few
people are carrying that torch forward.

Beware The Siren Song
There’s a risk here. We shouldn’t use the off-canvas pat-
tern merely because it’s novel or popular. As with most
things in Web development, every method has its pros
and cons. The off-canvas flyout isn’t perfect for every sit-
uation. It’s best when you need to provide a lot of infor-
mation or complicated interactions without pulling the
user away from the main content.

If you have only a few navigation items or if the sup-
plementary information that you’re providing is short,
then the pattern would probably be more disruptive than
convenient. Remember that it provides a new view while
maintaining the context of the original view—people will
lose some flow whenever they open that flyout. If the
supplementary information is minimal, then use a
popover or a pushdown interaction instead and leave the
user on the screen.

Another thing to keep in mind is that the off-canvas
flyout requires a bit more processing power and browser
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capabilities than other methods. While this is mostly mit-
igated by a good framework (see my recommendation at
the end of this chapter), these issues still stand. Old de-
vices and devices without JavaScript support might get
left behind if you don’t provide a good fallback for this
pattern. I recommend progressively enhancing—i.e. pro-
vide a simple solution for old browsers, while detecting
support for new features and providing a more optimal
solution for browsers that can handle it.

Filling In The Details
So, what is the flyout really good for? Below are a few ex-
amples that highlight the pattern’s value.

SHOPPING CARTSSHOPPING CARTS

When I was working on the design for Garmin’s e-com-
merce website earlier this year, I had a chat with my stan-
dard “test user” (i.e. my girlfriend). We talked a bit about
what she liked and didn’t like about e-commerce on mo-
bile websites. The biggest problem she brought up was
that she often wants to check what she’s placed in her
cart, but to do that, she has to visit the cart page, which
takes her away from the content she’s currently brows-
ing.

This triggered a little “A-ha!” moment for me. Why not
use off-canvas flyouts to hold all of the cart’s informa-
tion? The user can quickly pop open their cart whenever
they want and glance at what’s inside. They can also im-
mediately begin to check out—effectively removing a
whole step from the checkout process. If you work in e-
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commerce, then you’ll know that the fewer steps in the
checkout process, the less likely the user will abandon
their cart.

To teach users about this functionality, I designed the
cart flyout to pop open whenever users added something
to their cart. This kind of just-in-time instruction is very
helpful, and the timing is perfect because users wouldn’t
need to know about the cart until they add something to
it. If you’re building an e-commerce website, then you
probably already have everything you need to make this
happen.

Garmin uses a flyout in mobile instead of a separate cart page. Users can
go directly to the checkout area from this flyout wherever they are on the

website. (Large view135)

135. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/
garmin-flyout-large.png
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Many websites show a preview of the cart when the
user hovers over the cart icon or adds a product to it. You
can easily repurpose this information into a flyout on
small screens. For an example of a responsive website
that has a flyout cart, check out Zazzle136.

Zazzle has a popover cart for large screens and an off-canvas flyout for
small screens.

136. http://www.zazzle.com
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We didn’t have access to existing cart information on the
page from Garmin’s desktop website, so we used progres-
sive enhancement to “AJAX” the cart information across
pages. Our engineering team stored the cart information
in local storage so that we wouldn’t need to check it every
time the page loads. We update it whenever the user per-
forms an action that would cause it to change.

This results in a fast and extremely functional cart fly-
out. The user can do everything they can do with a regu-
lar cart—update quantities, add coupon codes—from any
page they are on. The flyout adds functionality in an intu-
itive way, without taking anything away from the user.

PRODUCT FILTERSPRODUCT FILTERS

Another excellent use for a flyout on an e-commerce web-
site is to house filters for category pages and product list
pages. Many desktop layouts have a huge number of fil-
ters for the user to parse and select for lists of products.
Traditionally, dealing with these on mobile has been very
difficult: You would either present the user with the long
list of filters or show the products—never both.

With off-canvas flyout, the user can pop out the fil-
ters, toggle the ones they want and then easily return to
the updated list of products. They won’t lose their place,
and they’ll get all of the functionality of the desktop lay-
out. Best of all, if a sliver of the content is showing, the
user will get immediate feedback on their actions. The list
of products will update in real time as the user toggles the
filters.
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PAGE HISTORYPAGE HISTORY

Off-canvas flyout isn’t limited to e-commerce, of course.
One of our goals when designing Style.com137’s new mo-
bile website was to enable users to easily switch between
fashion collections and to dive deep into showcase gal-
leries. Switching context is so common on this website
that the user needs a way to easily keep track of every-
thing they’ve been looking at.

The developer implemented an off-canvas flyout that
could slide out and show every single thing that the user
has done on the website, in chronological order with
thumbnails. Finding a previously viewed collection is as
easy as scrolling through the list.

Style.com uses a flyout to make the user’s viewing history persistent and
easy to access. Every article and image viewed is recorded so that the user

can quickly return to it.

137. http://www.style.com/
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COMMENTINGCOMMENTING

Another highly effective use of the pattern on publishing
websites is to display comments. More and more web-
sites are following Medium138’s example of allowing
users to comment directly on individual lines and para-
graphs in an article. This functionality is usually missing
from the mobile version, and Medium is guilty of this. An
off-canvas flyout is a perfect solution to this problem.
Clicking a comment flag would pop open a pane that con-
tains the comments for the lines that are visible, and the
user could scroll through each comment for that line.
When the user collapses the sidebar, they’d be exactly
where they left off.

While I was writing this chapter, the New York Times
announced a new version of its website, which pretty
much does this with comments. A contextual off-canvas
comment bar flies out in position with the article—but
only in desktop layouts. Users can focus on reading the
article itself and, when they’re interested in the com-
ments, quickly check what other people are saying about
the paragraph they’re reading.

138. https://medium.com/
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This idea could be applied beyond blogs and news web-
sites. Imagine reading a scientific article or any text with
footnotes. Each link could open a flyout that contains the
relevant footnote. The user would be able to quickly get
the information they need without ever losing the con-
text of the page. This would actually improve the reading
experience—the sort of thing digital designers dream of.

The New York Times’ new website has off-canvas flyout for comments. In-
terestingly, this pattern is not used at all in the mobile view, where it

might be even more effective.
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The Final Frontier
All of the examples listed above have a commonality. The
user is aided by the flyouts, but their success doesn’t de-
pend on using them. They could access their shopping
cart or their viewing history or the comments without a
flyout. Off-canvas is by no means necessary, but it makes
life a lot easier. The user is more likely to stick around
and buy stuff, read more articles and view more ads.

We need to stop being complacent. Just because a fly-
out works really well for Facebook’s navigation doesn’t
make it a “navigation pattern.” Let’s think critically about
what each pattern does and why it’s effective. If we do
that, then we’ll be in the perfect position to build on the
foundation laid under us. This is especially important in
mobile, whose patterns are less mature than the desk-
top’s—and for good reason: Mobile designers simply
haven’t been around as long.

You’ll notice that I’ve been talking solely about off-canvas
flyouts. This is a little lazy, too. When considering off-
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canvas, we automatically think of flyouts. But even more
is possible with off-canvas layouts. Countless methods
and patterns are waiting to be discovered by intrepid de-
signers. Our canvases aren’t all the same—sure, they
share many parts, but each does something slightly dif-
ferent. Our off-canvas solutions should be different, too.

As Web designers, we’re constantly treading the same
path—perhaps discovering a shortcut if we’re lucky. But
the map usually stays the same. We get complacent, re-
tracing the steps of those who have gone before us, wear-
ing down the path deeper and deeper. We need to be
pathfinders. Just as Facebook led us off canvas with its
flyouts, we need to explore new territory. Maybe for now,
we just need to find novel uses for flyouts. Perhaps later,
we’ll find entirely new off-canvas concepts. And perhaps
the truly adventurous will discover an entirely new inter-
action layer.

Here’s to frontier designers and the maps they make.

SOME HOMEWORKSOME HOMEWORK

If you’re still curious about off-canvas or would like to
learn ways to implement the pattern as covered here,
check out some of the resources below.

• “Off Canvas Multi-Device Layouts139,” Luke Wroblewski
Wroblewski offers insight into how we can use different
off-canvas layouts to match desktop layout patterns. This

139. http://www.lukew.com/ff/entry.asp?1569=
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is good for thinking about layouts but should also give
you some ideas on how to do things differently.

• “‘View Mode’ Approach to Responsive Design140,” Daniel
Wiklund
Wiklund’s fantastic article covers a lot of the same con-
cepts that I’ve covered here but from a slightly different
perspective.

• “Off Canvas Layouts141,” Zurb
Zurb outlines the different types of off-canvas layouts
possible with Foundation. Even if you don’t use Founda-
tion, this great resource will kickstart ideas on various
possible layouts.

• Pikabu142

Implementing an off-canvas flyout that works well on a
variety of mobile devices isn’t easy. I know this because
we’ve had to deal with it at Mobify. We weren’t happy
with a lot of the implementations out there, so we wrote
one that works on a majority of devices—including An-
droid 2.3—and we open-sourced it for anyone to use.

• “Implementing Off-Canvas Navigation for a Responsive
Website143,” David Bushell, Smashing Magazine
Bushell deals with a problem people often ignore144. Per-
formance is a huge consideration because a flyout has to

140. https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
141. http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
142. http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
143. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/

off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
144. http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/

131

https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/
http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/
http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/
https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
https://medium.com/design-ux/914c7d3795fb
http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
http://zurb.com/playground/off-canvas-layouts
http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
http://mobify.github.io/pikabu
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2013/01/15/off-canvas-navigation-for-responsive-website/
http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/
http://www.mobify.com/blog/beginners-guide-to-perceived-performance/


feel perfect in order for the user to want to use it. Bushell
shows some great ways to make sure your animations are
performant and smooth.❧

(Big thanks to Jacky Gilbertson145 for her amazing illustrations!)

145. https://twitter.com/jackygilbertson/
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Smart Transitions In User
Experience Design

BY ADRIAN ZUMBRUNNENBY ADRIAN ZUMBRUNNEN ❧❧

Some websites outperform others, whether in their con-
tent, usability, design, features, etc. Details of interaction
design and animation make a fundamental difference on
modern websites. We’ll share some lessons drawn from
various models and analyze why these simple patterns
work so well.

When we design digital products, we often use design
applications such as Photoshop and Sketch. Most people
who have been in the business for a few years obviously
know that design is more than just about visual presenta-
tion. Still, many continue to create static designs. Steve
Jobs said this146 about design:

It’s not just what it looks like and feels like. Design is
how it works.

Our experience and impression of a product are shaped
by a combination of factors, with interaction playing a
fundamental role. No longer can we think of user inter-
faces as static designs and add the magic of interaction
later on. Instead, we need to embrace the interactive na-
ture of the Web from the very beginning and think of it
as natural constituent.

146. http://www.nytimes.com/2003/11/30/magazine/30IPOD.html?pagewanted=all
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Let’s look at some examples in which smart interac-
tion, defined by subtle animation, gently improves the
user experience.

Animated Scrolling
The blessing and the curse of the Web are hyperlinks.
When you click on a link, it could take you anywhere,
from a product page to the website of the creepy old pup-
pet store down the street. The result is a loss of context.

One of the great things about the user experience of
books is the linearity. Every chapter in a book builds on
the last. You must read chapter one in a primer on eco-
nomics to understand chapter two. When you skip a
chapter, you are aware that you might miss something
and, thus, lack some knowledge about the subsequent
content. On the Web, and especially on long websites,
this often happens subconsciously. By adding a scrolling
animation, we can fix that:

View an animated GIF of a navigation with scrolling animation 147 and
compare it to this148.
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Compare the default behavior of “name” anchor links
with the animated behavior. Skipping content is not an
unconscious action anymore; it’s a decision. In fact, Hope
Lies at 24 Frames Per Second149 has a menu button for its
mobile view that sends you to the top of the page, with-
out any animation. It took me more than a minute to fig-
ure out what actually happened.

Takeaway: Abrupt changes in an interface are hard for
users to process. Don’t leave them in the dark; always
show what’s happening.

Stateful Toggle
As we saw in the last example, transitions help users un-
derstand the pace and flow of an interface. Nothing feels
more unnatural than a sudden change, because sudden
changes just don’t exist in the real world. Let’s look at an-
other example: toggle menus. Users associate the “plus”
symbol with the action of adding content or expanding
an element. By rotating it by 45°, the plus becomes a
cross, an interface element widely understood to mean
“close”:

147. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
ScrollingAnimated.gif

148. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
ScrollingNoAnimation.gif

149. http://hopelies.com/
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This simple transition completely changes the meaning
of the icon. Such a small detail means the difference be-
tween having to guess what will happen next and know-
ing what the icon means in either state. That toggle is
pretty user-friendly, if you ask me. Also, note that the plus
sign always rotates in the same direction as the content,
reinforcing the flow of information.

Takeaway:Make your website element understandable
in each state.

Collapsed Forms And Comments
The comment forms on many blogs and news websites
are not the happiest-looking elements. Why? Well, most

View the animated GIF150

150. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
Stateful-toggle.gif
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of them are not exactly friendly, right? When you are
ready to post a comment, you just want to start typing
the comment itself and nothing else. Instead, a typical
form asks you all kinds of other stuff first. It’s annoying.

To motivate people to comment more, we can collapse
the form and show only the most crucial element: the
comment field. When the user clicks on the field, you can
expand the form accordingly. A real-world example of
this progressive disclosure can be found on the New York
Times’ beta website:

View the animated GIF151
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You could take this even further by setting the cursor’s
focus to the comment field when the form expands. This
approach has a problem, though: A key principle of inter-
action design is that an action should always happen
close to where the interaction occurs (near the locus of at-
tention). We could go one step further, then, and animate
the comment field to orient the user:

You could even pin the comment field to the top, expand
it accordingly and display additional fields below it.

As you can see, this reduces clutter and makes the
comment form more inviting. But what about collapsing
all of the previous comments, too?

View the animated GIF152

151. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
NY-Times.gif

152. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
ExpandingComments.gif
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By collapsing the comments, we get the scroll bar to
represent the length of the article itself, instead of the en-
tire page. A common practice is to automatically load
comments when the user reaches the bottom of a page.
We should avoid forcing the user to click unless there is a
really good reason to.

Takeaway: Progressively disclose in order to reduce UI
components to their essence. Reveal features as the user
needs them.

Pull To Refresh
One of the most exciting interactions to emerge shortly
after the introduction of the iPhone was “pull to refresh,”
pioneered by Loren Brichter. It allows the user to update
scrollable reverse-chronological content. You can see this
concept in action in Twitter’s app. Once you’ve scrolled to
the top of the stream of tweets, scroll a little further to re-
fresh the stream.

Why does this work so well? Before pull to refresh ex-
isted, users had to hit the refresh button in their browser
to load more content. By connecting the user’s desire of
finding more content with the action of refreshing, the
need for an explicit action became obsolete.
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Takeaway: By connecting intent with action, the experi-
ence becomes more seamless.

Sticky Labels
Sticky labels are another subtle yet useful combination of
a user-interface component and a meaningful transition.
Check out Edenspiekermann’s use of this technique154 in
its portfolio.

View the animated GIF153

153. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Twitter.gif
154. http://edenspiekermann.com/projects
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The project label scrolls along with the content, thus pro-
viding context for the images on the right, until the next
project appears. This behavior is similar to that of the ad-
dress book in iOS and is especially helpful for providing
context in long sections. The transition offers both im-
proved orientation and smooth context-based descrip-
tions.

Takeaway:Use sticky labels for long sections in which
descriptions or titles add valuable information to content
that doesn’t fit in the viewport.

View the animated GIF155

155. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
Sticky-Label.gif
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Affordance Transition
The concept of affordance derives from cognitive psy-
chology and refers to particular characteristics of an ob-
ject that guide the viewer.

In the context of user-interface design, the usability
glossary156 (PDF) of the EU’s website defines it as follows:

An affordance is a desirable property of a user inter-
face — software which naturally leads people to take the
correct steps to accomplish their goals.

Ridges are often used to enhance affordance. Ridges
around a button suggest that the button can be manipu-
lated. This UX technique was widely popularized by the
camera app in iOS.

iOS 6’s lock screen featured ripples around the camera
icon, suggesting draggability. Apple removed it in iOS 7,
apparently because users got accustomed to it, making
the icon look more like a standalone button now. What
happens is still the same, though: When you drag the but-
ton, the lock screen bounces up, revealing the camera un-
derneath. This is a great technique to point users to fea-
tures in an interface.

156. http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/country/commu/docevent/
26112008/5_doulgerof_glossary.pdf
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Takeaway:Give elements a high affordance to point
users to features in an interface.

Context-Based Hiding
Google Chrome on iOS has had context-based hiding
since it launched. This is what it looks like:
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The basic idea is that the browser chrome and navigation
controls hide automatically once the user scrolls down. As
soon as the user scrolls up again, the controls reappear.
This approach both enhances the contextual experience
(focusing on the content itself) and increases screen
space. The latter is, of course, particularly important on
mobile devices.

The underlying assumption is that users will flow
with the content that they’re consuming. As soon as they
stop the flow, a change of context is likely required; thus,
the navigation controls reappear. While this technique
saves screen space, check whether the assumption holds
up in your use case.

iOS takes this a step further. When you reach the bot-
tom of a page, the controls expand again. It’s a good ex-

View the animated GIF157

157. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/CBH.gif
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ample of dynamically incorporating the needs of the user
in an interface.

Takeaway:Use context-based hiding to enhance the
user’s focus and save screen space.

Focus Transition
Nikita Vasilyev, a Toronto-based UI designer, came up
with a pretty neat idea. He developed a script that ani-
mates focused elements. While still experimental, the
concept is pretty interesting. Have a look at his video158.
(And please put your earphones on—the music is epic.)

When navigating by keyboard, the user is often not
clear on where the focus has moved to upon pressing the
Tab key. Animation points them to the right spot on the
page. The transition is subtle but has a big impact on ori-
enting the user.

Takeaway: Orient the user, regardless of how they navi-
gate.

Conclusion
These are only a few examples, among many others out
there. The point is not to show the latest and fanciest in-
teraction techniques, but rather to highlight how small
interaction details can significantly improve the user ex-
perience.

158. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MyIE9vjy8Zo
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If we are to design better digital products, then we
need to challenge our current beliefs and see how interac-
tion patterns can potentially ease the user’s life. I’m not
saying we should reinvent the wheel, but it would be
pretty naive to stop exploring. So, get out of your comfort
zone. Keep exploring and testing.

If you like this chapter, you can follow me159 on Twit-
ter, or join me for a bar of Swiss chocolate in Switzerland.

Which transition patterns have you found especially
useful in your projects?

FURTHER READINGFURTHER READING

• Meaningful Transitions: Motion Graphics in the User In-
terface160

• “Mission Transition161,” Mark Cossey, Smashing Maga-
zine

• “12 Basic Principles of Animation162,” by Disney animators
Ollie Johnston and Frank Thomas❧

159. http://www.twitter.com/webchaeschtli
160. http://interface.fh-potsdam.de/showcase/what/

meaningful-transitions-motion-graphics-in-the-user-interface/
161. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2012/02/28/mission-transition/
162. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/12_basic_principles_of_animation
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How Do You Design
Interaction?

BY LUCA LEONEBY LUCA LEONE ❧❧

If you have to design an interface it’s almost obvious to
think to begin the process by drawing. But is this the best
way? I once casually started by writing an imagined
human-computer conversation, and only afterwards I
continued by drawing.

This changed my way of thinking and I never went
back to drawing first. This chapter will explain the rea-
sons behind my decision.

I have always been a huge admirer of the guys at Base-
camp163. Some time ago, I was reading a tweet by Jason
Zimdars, one of its designers:

Zimdar’s tweet164

163. https://basecamp.com/
164. https://twitter.com/JZ/status/364882720914026496
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“UI design starts with words.” He wasn’t joking. The com-
ment got a lot of retweets, a lot of favorites. Everyone un-
derstood what he meant—except me.

Writing Conversations
When I’ve had to design an interface interaction compo-
nent, I used to start by sketching possible solutions.
(Product design is made up of many layers. See, for exam-
ple, Jesse James Garrett’s layers (PDF) and Intercom’s165.
Here, I’m referring to the interaction layer.)

Intercom’s design layers (Large view166)

165. http://insideintercom.io/the-dribbblisation-of-design/
166. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/

2-design-interaction-intercom-4-design-layers-explanation-large-opt.jpg
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I used to start by using a pattern that I know or by copy-
ing other people’s solutions to the problem or to similar
problems. Imagine that you have to design a website’s
registration form. You could start by “stealing” other de-
signers’ solutions. Or, if you feel confident, you could
read the requirements and start to draw.

But I started by drawing.
I once had to design a shopping-cart process for an e-

commerce website. I don’t know why, but at the time, be-
fore researching possible solutions, I imagined what I do
when I go to pay at the supermarket. I wanted to repro-
duce a similar experience on the web, possibly improving
it by exploiting the web’s digital capabilities. I wrote
down what happens at a supermarket checkout counter:

Cashier: Hi, do you have a loyalty card?
Me: Yes, please. [I give it to her.]
Cashier: Thanks.
Me: Thank you.
Cashier: Do you need some bags?
Me: Yes, two please.
[And so on.]

I realized that imagining the conversation was much easi-
er than drawing on a white canvas. I’m not sure, but I
suppose that is true for most people: Conversation is an
intrinsic part of human nature. We have evolved as a talk-
ing species.

Also, when I imagine a conversation, I draw from my
real-life experience, which is good for design—less ab-
straction. If a user’s interaction with a computer resem-
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bled a real-life experience, then the interface would prob-
ably be considered easy to use, wouldn’t it?

Moreover, I pay a lot more attention to words and
their meanings when I write than when I draw. The bene-
fit is that when I get around to sketching, I will make
fewer mistakes in the copy. Because copy is167 an ex-
tremely important168 part of any interface, this is a great
side effect of writing out conversations.

A Real Example
While imagining a conversation is easy, imagining a vari-
ation of that conversation is also easy. Back to the super-
market example: I can easily imagine the cashier asking
me whether I need bags before asking for my loyalty card.
It’s easy to imagine the cashier asking me a different
question. This may or may not change the sketch of the
interface. It wouldn’t matter if it doesn’t change any-
thing—what’s important is that I’ve taken it into consid-
eration. The more variations I can think of, the more con-
fident I will feel that I haven’t missed anything in the fi-
nal design.

I usually go from product requirements to a list of use
cases to a mockup (i.e. a low-fidelity sketch or a high-fi-
delity wireframe, depending on the situation), which be-
comes the base of the HTML prototype. Ideally, this
process would be linear; in reality, it’s a loop, in which

167. https://gettingreal.37signals.com/ch09_Copywriting_is_Interface_Design.php
168. http://www.gv.com/lib/5-principles-for-great-interface-copywriting
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each step provides feedback for me to change something
in previous steps.

Because writing enables me to see more variations, it im-
proves the effectiveness of the loop between “use cases”
and “sketch.”

Let’s see this in an example. The following conversa-
tion comes from an actual project, a web app called Medi-
address, a press office software. It’s an archive of journal-
ists’ addresses. One of the requirements of the project
was that people should be able to send emails to one or
more recipients.

My design steps (Large view169)

169. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/
3-design-interaction-writing-in-design-process-large-opt.jpg
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The use case I was considering was this: A user has
mistakenly selected 5 people from a list of 100 and has
forgotten to deselect them and instead would like to send
an email to the entire list of 100.

VARIATION 1VARIATION 1

Human: I’d like to send an email.
App: Just to the five you’ve selected or to all of them?
Human: All of them.
App: To write the email, would you prefer to use your
email program or my editor?

View a flowchart of variation 1170.

Sketch of variation 1 (Large view171)

170. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/4-design-
interaction-variation1-flow-large-preview-opt.jpg

171. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/
5-design-interaction-variation1-sketch-large-opt.jpg
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VARIATION 2VARIATION 2

Human: I’d like to send an email.
App: OK, I’ll send an email to the 5 you’ve selected. To
write the email, would you prefer to use your email pro-
gram or my editor?
Human: No, wait! I meant to send an email to all 100
of them, not just the 5 I’ve selected.
App: OK, no problem, I’ll do that. To write the email,
would you prefer to use your email program or my edi-
tor?

View a flowchart of variation 2 172.

Sketch of variation 2

172. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/
6-design-interaction-variation2-flow-large-preview-opt.jpg
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Based on the use case, I’ve written a conversation that can
easily be translated into a flow and sketch. Then, I imag-
ined a variation of the conversation, which produced a
different flow and sketch. To understand which flow and
sketch was better, I compared use cases.

I took the case of the user selecting 5 people from the
list but wanting to email the entire list. Was this the most
frequent case? I didn’t think so. Wouldn’t optimizing for
a user who actually wants to email those 5 people make
more sense?

Design consists of trade-offs. We have to always
weight the costs and benefits of our options. But I don’t
want to get into the details of how I decide which solu-
tion is best. I follow many criteria. My point is to show
why a written conversation is a useful design tool.

I jump back and forth between written conversation
and flowchart and sketch. But the guiding tool is the writ-
ten conversation. I find it to be the easiest tool to imagine
an interaction. The diagrams and sketches (or wire-
frames) come afterwards. They create order and help me
to see the steps clearly. They are also a better tool to com-
municate with developers and other stakeholders.

To summarize my points:

• Imagining a human-computer conversation and then
sketching it is easier than drawing the interface directly.

• Imagined conversations are drawn from real-life experi-
ence, while direct sketching is drawn more from remem-
bered design.
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• Copy is fundamental to any interface, and writing first
and sketching later enables you to concentrate on it at the
right time.

• Imagining different conversations is easier than imagin-
ing different sketches, which makes it easier to come up
with more design options.

• When I write, I am more creative (because I can imagine
more variations), and I tend to copy other people’s solu-
tions less.

What About Jason’s Meaning?
In the end, have I understood what Jason meant by his
tweet? Why not ask him directly? I wrote an email asking
for his opinion on the method that I’ve laid out. He was
very kind to answer me:

So, I read through the article and I think you’ve pretty
much figured out what I was trying to say with the
tweet. Imagining a conversation between the user and
the computer is a neat way to think of it. I do something
slightly different in my own work. Instead of thinking
about the computer at all, I try to imagine how I would
explain the feature to a friend. This has the effect of be-
ing conversational, clear and helpful. I think it’s espe-
cially helpful to not think about computers because it’s
so easy to fall into the patterns we’ve all seen before;
“computer speak,” which is terse, leaves out words and
sounds nothing like anything people actually say. I want
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my UI to read like I’d say it, and that means natural lan-
guage and full sentences.

I’ll certainly rewrite many times in the form of
sketches and continue to refine all the way through the
process. It’s much better to trim and optimize the words
than start with too few. That’s why I prefer this method
to drawing. When you draw, you think too soon about
the layout and the available space and what’s too long
to fit on a button. Those are too many constraints to
deal with at once. I find it better to get the words just
right and then figure out the visual design.

Here’s a quick example. First the computer-speak
version you might draw:

“Delete file”
[OK] [Cancel]

Now a version you might actually say:

“Are you sure you want to delete this file?”
[Yes, delete it permanently] or [No, I want to
keep it]

That’s a little contrived, but you get the idea. I feel like
the computer-speak version is an easy trap to fall in
when you draw first. I could certainly whittle the second
one down to that if space was extremely limited, but
why not start with your best version and then consider
any compromises?

Here are the lessons I’ve noted:
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• “I think it’s especially helpful to not think about comput-
ers because it’s so easy to fall into the patterns we’ve all
seen before; ‘computer speak,’ which is terse, leaves out
words and sounds nothing like anything people actually
say.”

• “That’s why I prefer this method to drawing. When you
draw, you think too soon about the layout… I feel like the
computer-speak version is an easy trap to fall in when
you draw first.”

• “It’s much better to trim and optimize the words than
start with too few.”

I followed up with one more question, asking Jason how
this method helps him to figure out flow, if it does. I
wrote:

Let’s say you have a feature and you start to write. Does
writing make you think about the flow or the feature,
and because of that you change the flow or the feature?
Or is the flow or the feature a separate thinking process?
Maybe I would make myself more clear with an exam-
ple. Imagine a bookmark app:

Me: Save this web address.
Computer: OK.

A second version:

Me: Save this web address.
Computer: Before I save it, do you want to
change the title of the page? And do you want to
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add a short description of the contents of the
page? And do you want to tag the page (so that
it’s easy to retrieve it later)?

The second version changes the flow. Now, when I want
to save a web address, a forms pops up. In the first ver-
sion, I would just see confirmation feedback.

Here is Jason’s answer:

So, how the flow factors in depends on the situation.
Many times features aren’t completely isolated. They fit
into existing flows and screens — or at least start from
there. So, I may have some idea of the flow already in
mind. But I’m always open to improving that if the writ-
ing leads me in another direction. But even if it’s some-
thing completely new, I’ll start with writing because
that helps me figure out the flow. If it takes a lot of steps
to explain the flow to your friend, then maybe it needs to
be broken up into similar literal steps in software. So, a
typical writing sketch might include several blocks of
copy as I figure out the flow. I think the important part
of the exercise is figuring out how you might think of it
in the real world, rather than simply thinking of it pure-
ly as a software problem. That leads to fresh insights.

These two emails seem to validate my method. They also
give me new insight. Coming from a superior designer,
the feedback fills me with joy. I thought I had an original
idea, but maybe it was just a side effect of having careful-
ly read what the smart guys at Basecamp have written173.
I’m not joking either.
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FURTHER RESOURCESFURTHER RESOURCES

• “5 Principles for Great Interface Copywriting174,” John
Zeratsky, Google Ventures

• “Copywriting Is Interface Design175,” from Getting Real,
37signals

• “The Dribbblisation of Design176,” Paul Adams, Intercom

• The Elements of User Experience177” (PDF), Jesse James
Garrett

• “BCX: Exporting178,” 37signals
Jason Zimbars and Jason Fried’s discussion of UI design
❧

173. https://public.basecamp.com/1679267/projects/343643-bcx-exporting/todos/
5157955-design-the-ui-for

174. http://www.gv.com/lib/5-principles-for-great-interface-copywriting
175. https://gettingreal.37signals.com/ch09_Copywriting_is_Interface_Design.php
176. http://insideintercom.io/the-dribbblisation-of-design/
177. http://www.jjg.net/elements/pdf/elements.pdf
178. https://public.basecamp.com/1679267/projects/343643-bcx-exporting/todos/

5157955-design-the-ui-for
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About Smashing Magazine
Smashing Magazine199 is an online magazine dedicated
to Web designers and developers worldwide. Its rigorous
quality control and thorough editorial work has gathered
a devoted community exceeding half a million sub-
scribers, followers and fans. Each and every published ar-
ticle is carefully prepared, edited, reviewed and curated
according to the high quality standards set in Smashing
Magazine’s own publishing policy200.

Smashing Magazine publishes articles on a daily basis
with topics ranging from business, visual design, typog-
raphy, front-end as well as back-end development, all the
way to usability and user experience design. The maga-
zine is—and always has been—a professional and inde-
pendent online publication neither controlled nor influ-
enced by any third parties, delivering content in the best
interest of its readers. These guidelines are continually
revised and updated to assure that the quality of the pub-
lished content is never compromised. Since its emergence
back in 2006 Smashing Magazine has proven to be a
trustworthy online source.

199. http://www.smashingmagazine.com
200. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/publishing-policy/
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