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About This Book

The user-centered design process is based on various steps, each with
its respective approaches. Learn about designing flows, optimizing
emotional engagement and performing heuristic website reviews. This
eBook provides you with several practical techniques that will help
make your Web applications appeal to the masses, transforming them
into lightweight yet efficient user experiences.
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Evolve Your User Interface
To Educate Your Users
BY DAVE SHEPARDBY DAVE SHEPARD ❧❧

The Web has changed. This isn’t your neighbor’s nerdy kid’s internet
anymore. Now the Web is home to your mom, your grandma and your
technophobe sister. With computers as common a household appliance
as televisions now, who might be using your Web-application has ex-
panded beyond the realm of just the power user.

Complicated menu systems, alert dialog messages that lock you out
of the browser and flashy but confusing layouts aren’t necessarily go-
ing to help you make conversions. The Web user demographic has
changed and to make your Web application appeal to the masses your
user interface needs to teach and to guide.

User Interfaces Should Teach
User interfaces need to teach your user how to use your application
without resorting to a help screen. Many developers think that a help
section will suffice for teaching users how to operate most any applica-
tion, but this is not the case.

The help section of most applications, Web-based or otherwise, end
up being used by the power users who are already trying to figure out
every nook and cranny of the application. The proper way to help users
understand how your application works is to bring the help section to
them and in a format that can easily be understood.

In-line tips and interface descriptions work as an excellent introduc-
tion to the interface and how it operates. By providing your user with
assistive instruction aside the interaction, it is easier for the user to re-
late the instruction with how it applies to your Web application’s func-
tionalities than a disconnected FAQ or help section.

Nourish1 by Integral Impressions is an application that creates an au-
tomated email newsletter of any RSS feed. The entire interface is docu-
mented in-line with descriptive help blocks that can easily be closed
once the user decides they don’t need the help anymore. A quick visit to
the user profile section presents an option to re-enable all the help box-
es in the account just in-case the user forgot how to do something.

1. http://nouri.sh/
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37Signals accomplishes helping their users with their communications
management applications like Basecamp2 in a similar manner. Sections
which do not have any content yet display a screenshot of the section,
populated with data. This screenshot is even linked to an instructional
video on how to create content for the section. That’s user-friendly.

Nourish’s interface is documented in-line with descriptive help blocks.

2. http://www.basecamphq.com/
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Last.fm3 provides users with leads on what they can do with their social
online radio application via contextual tips and descriptive defaults,
teaching the user how to use and understand the interaction without
taking them away from it as a FAQ would do.

In Basecamp sections without any content display a screenshot of the section, populated
with data.

Last.fm uses contextual tips and descriptive defaults, teaching the user how to use and
understand the interaction.

3. http://www.last.fm/
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To ease a user into your application, the application needs to teach the
user how to use it. Once the user has moved beyond the beginner level
with that application, the application should allow the user to skip all
the help boxes and tool-tips or they should be un-obtrusive enough that
they are never in the way to begin with. It is best to allow your users to
re-enable the tips on how to use your application. Though never as-
sume your user is done learning how to use your application the first
time they read your helpful tips.

However, teaching a user how to use your interface is not just limit-
ed to providing tool-tips and lots of descriptive fields. You can easily
teach a user by setting good default data. Setting good default data
demonstrates to the user how a field should be formatted or what kind
of information is expected in a particular text panel.

By entering in an email field email@domain.com as the default value
it is perfectly clear what you are expecting to be entered in this field
and how it is supposed to be formatted. To complete the interaction a
bit of simple JavaScript can be used to make the form field even more
usable by clearing the default value when the user gives focus to the
field and then returning the default value if they did not enter any in-
formation.

This technique can even be taken into other fields where you may be
expecting specific descriptive data to be entered, such as placing De-
scribe the details of this project… as the default value in a textarea expect-
ing the description of a project. Setting good defaults not only helps en-
sure that you’ll get the data is entered correctly, but it helps teach the
user how the pieces of your application function.

User Interfaces Should Guide
Setting good defaults in your user interface and providing helpful tips
will also allow you to guide users through processes and prevent hav-
ing to correct them. There is nothing worse for the user experience
than filling out a form of non-descript fields, and then alerting, via
JavaScript, back to the user about how they did not fill the form out
properly. Utilizing debugging implementations for instructive commu-
nication is a very alienating way of communicating instruction to
users. A better way of instructing a user is to guide them through your
form and prevent errors from ever happening.

Yahoo4 places defaults in fields that are not self-descriptive, but
these defaults disappear when the field is given focus so as not to inter-
rupt the user’s flow when filling out the form. When form fields are

4. https://edit.yahoo.com/registration
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given focus, a simple description of the field and its parameters is given
to the right, providing simple instruction without interrupting the
user’s flow through the form.

Microsoft’s Live Mail5 signup also provides descriptive examples and
parameters for fields that require them. Microsoft additionally groups
fields in the signup form that are related to each other, providing a de-
scription of the section to the right of the form interaction area.

The form only displays the description for the section the user is cur-
rently interacting with to keep the form area from becoming cluttered,

On Yahoo defaults in fields disappear when the fields are entering the focus state.

Microsoft groups fields in the signup form that are related, providing a description of
the section to the right of the form interaction area.

5. http://www.hotmail.com/
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allowing the user to focus on the section they are in before moving to
the next.

Squidoo’s lens signup wizard6 is another example of a guiding inter-
face. Their lens signup process provides human descriptions of each
step making it easy to understand what is being done. The contact form
seems to communicate with the users throughout their registration.

Squidoo also gives feedback to the user in their multi step process of
how many steps they have to go providing the user an understanding
of the scope of the signup process.

Setting up a form with these implementations humanizes the expe-
rience and hand-holds the user as they are walked through the form.

With AJAX and JavaScript DHTML, form fields can now be validated
in real-time—no more submitting and going back is necessary. For in-
stance, Yahoo’s account signup form display’s a green check mark if the
data is correct, and highlights the invalid field with a friendly descrip-
tion of what was filled out incorrectly and why.

6. http://www.squidoo.com/wizard/start
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Zooomr7, an online photo storage and sharing service, validates their
signup form in real-time with personable, yet helpful descriptions of
field parameters and valid (or invalid) entered data.

Conclusion
The average Web user demographic has changed and so must the user
interface. By creating a more usable, easier to understand and less in-
timidating experience your Web application will encourage people to
use it. Designing a Web interface isn’t about how many features you
can stick in one navigation or how pretty that subtle gradient might be.

Designing a Web interface is about creating a conduit for users
which is easy to use and understand, helps to to accomplish tasks and
improves their experience. Show the users how you would like them to
use your application, but don’t force it on them. Allow your Web appli-
cation to guide your users through the process, teaching them how to
become experts at it and make the application work for them.❧

Zooomr.com validates their signup form in real-time with personable, yet helpful de-
scriptions of field parameters

7. http://www.zooomr.com/
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Optimizing Emotional
Engagement In Web Design
Through Metrics
BY SHELL GREENIERBY SHELL GREENIER ❧❧

Think about what keeps you coming back to your favorite store, your
favorite person or even your favorite website. It’s not just a mindless
buy-go, hug-go or click-go relationship. It is a complicated, emotional
connection. It is what makes relationships with people and brands in-
toxicating. User engagement must have an equally complex emotional
connection. It must affect the user in mind, body and spirit. Anything
less is a 1990s brochure website.

You can create strong storytelling strategies based on user personal-
ities and segmentation. However, it seems almost impossible to mea-
sure those efforts, let alone know how to optimize them, without access
to a neuroscience laboratory8. In fact, emotional engagement can be op-
timized, and quite effectively, using something already at your dispos-
al: performance metrics9.

Emotional-Behavioral Response Relationship
Let’s start with the basics: an emotion is a psychophysiological re-
sponse in your body to a stimulus. It’s an internal process that in turn
triggers an external behavioral response. Behavioral responses help you
decipher the emotional responses of others. Things like facial expres-
sions and body language give you clues to whether the chef wielding
the knife is angry and going to attack you or happy and going to make
you dinner.

8. http://affect.media.mit.edu
9. http://www.kaushik.net/avinash/2010/11/web-analytics-maturity-structure-models-

process.html
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For example:

But you don’t have to be face to face in order to read a person’s behavio-
ral clues. In digital environments, users’ behavioral interactions with
the platform can give you insight into their emotional states. Instead of
reading facial cues to analyze how your UX efforts affect users, you can
measure their responses via metric data. Metric data is a user’s behav-
ioral response quantified. With a little reverse engineering, you can
identify strong emotional triggers, optimize weak elements and create
stronger user experience strategies, using psychology as your secret
weapon.

By The Numbers: Behavioral Response
Behavioral psychologists have classified emotions in numerous differ-
ent theories. A large majority of these theories agree that emotions
manifest in various intensities and can even combine with others to
build new emotional states. One example of such a theory is Robert
Plutchik’s emotion wheel.

11



When it comes to user experience, emotional engagement builds on it-
self as the user continues to interact not only with your platform, but
with all aspects of your brand online, including SEM, press coverage
and social networks. Emotional engagement with a digital product can
be divided into four categories based on how much information and en-
gagement the user has with your website: awareness, attraction, invest-
ment and adoption.

Plutchik’s emotion wheel.
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AWARENESSAWARENESS

User experience doesn’t start when they hit your landing page or start
your app, but prior to it. Visitors have to make their way to your web-
site in the first place. They’re navigating through websites full of
frustration-inducing elements, trust-busting perils and anticipation-in-
ducing amusements. The focus at this point is on building trust, antici-
pation and whatever other emotional responses you’ll target in your
copy, imagery and overall storytelling10.

• Track awareness-level engagement using metrics like page views, page
hits, video views, impressions and click-through rates.

• Identify emotional image and copy triggers during the development
phase by A/B testing on micro-sites, as well as using ad content and
email campaigns.

• Create dynamic content that spotlights your SEM, SEO and advertising
goals, giving users exactly what they want as soon as they hit your
page.

10. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/01/29/better-user-experience-using-
storytelling-part-one/
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• Leverage strong referral sources and advertising platforms to build
trust and credibility. The coffee vendors featured in the screenshot
above use Google, and the companies featured to the right of this col-
umn you’re reading (Editor’s note: i.e. the side column on Smashing Maga-
zine11) use Smashing Magazine to reach customers. By aligning their
messages with these brands, they are able to build more trust in the
user than an ad on a less relevant platform (like Craigslist) might have.

• Use emotionally rich imagery in your advertising messages, and carry
that messaging through to the website itself. “Fresh-roasted coffee” be-
gins to paint an emotional picture for the user of that perfectly roasted
cup of steaming delight first thing in the morning. If your click-
through rate is low, then your ad may not be compelling enough.

• Develop intuitive and relevant architecture to decrease frustration and
increase trust. First impressions count. If the bounce rate is high or the
time on site is low, then the story you are telling in the awareness
phase might not be carrying though to the user’s interaction on the
platform.

11. http://www.smashingmagazine.com
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ATTRACTIONATTRACTION
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Attraction-level engagement keeps users interested in your platform.
Cohesion of the UX elements and usability is the name of the game.
Building emotional engagement at this level is critical because behavio-
ral engagement consists mainly of superficial interaction such as navi-
gation and content absorption.

• Track attraction-level engagement by looking at bounce rates, session
lengths, pages per visit, abandonment rates, email opening rates and
click-through rates.

• Stay up to date on current trends in usability12 to create systems that
are user-centric.

• Identify high-focus areas in your user interface through eye-tracking13,
heat maps and software that records mouse movement. Optimize your
framework, and place emotion-building content in strategic areas.

• Continue building and reinforcing motivational and emotional triggers
through engaging imagery, emotionally charged words for headings
and main copy, and persuasive triggers14. @Mailchimp15 publicizes a
lot of “free”, “big” offers and uses bright imagery to boost joy and antici-
pation levels. Negative emotions, like sadness, can also build strong
emotional engagement in users. Examples are the powerful images of
animal cruelty often seen in PETA and ASPCA campaigns.

• Highlight brand relationships, security measures, press and endorse-
ments. Aligning your product with other respected brands builds trust.
The list of brands that Mailchimp uses to show its press features builds
an impressive amount of credibility. This is immediately followed by
the call to subscribe by email. Putting the call to action after the trust-
building credentials is more effective than the other way around.

• Develop proper system-generated feedback and error handling. This
could include loading notices and 404 pages with content referrals,
which reduce abandonment due to user frustration.

12. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/tag/usability/
13. http://www.uxbooth.com/blog/a-brief-history-of-eye-tracking/
14. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/11/29/persuasion-triggers-in-web-design/
15. http://twitter.com/#!/mailchimp
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INVESTMENTINVESTMENT

Investment-level engagement involves a commitment from the user. It
moves beyond a simple navigational interaction; the user is no longer
behaving based on curiosity and anticipation alone. The user is inter-
ested in what you are offering, they trust your credibility, and they an-
ticipate further interaction; thus, they act appropriately. They are now
engaged enough to invest time, or do something risky like download a

17



file or submit credit card information, or assume an identity (real or fic-
titious), stepping out of the role of anonymous Web surfer.

• Track investment-level engagement by tracking your social network
followers, RSS feed or podcast subscribers, email newsletter subscrip-
tions, file downloads, e-commerce conversion rates, purchase line items
(both items and amount), community sign-ups, and warm leads.

• Leverage your existing community16 to motivate others to action.
@Mormon.org17 leverages its community to build trust, and its strong
messaging of love and belonging and its interesting interface build joy
in users.

• Minimize frustration by requiring the fewest steps possible to achieve
the objective18. For example, allow users to order without logging in.
The more information you require (such as Social Security or credit
card numbers), the more trust you will have to build.

• Reiterate trust, security and credibility elements during the check-out
or registration process.

• Monitor your online reputation.

16. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2010/06/08/engage-customers-in-your-business/
17. http://twitter.com/#!/MORMONorg
18. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2011/05/05/innovative-techniques-to-simplify-

signups-and-logins/
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ADOPTIONADOPTION

Adoption entails users accepting the website structure as a common
platform for interaction or knowledge on a subject. Emotional engage-
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ment is extremely high, and interaction is consistent. If investment-lev-
el engagement gets users involved, then adoption-level engagement
makes them your cheerleaders.

• Adoption-level engagement can be seen in return customers, unique
versus returning visitor ratios, geo-location check-ins, and participation
in “karma” systems (badges, etc.), to name a few.

• Use strong social interfaces19 to spotlight followers, supporters and die-
hard addicts.

• Put community-building messaging in your copy. “Colbert Nation,”
“Psychos,” “Gleeks” and “Chipotle for Life” are elements that brands use
to add excitement and enthusiasm to their products and reinforce the
emotional engagement of their communities.

• Make it easy for users to integrate the product into their daily lives, as
Foursquare, Facebook and Twitter do via apps and open APIs.

• Invite fans to help shape your future, and make it easy for them to
share information, spread your brand and recruit their network.

• Let users play. It’s just a burrito wrapped in foil, but @Chipotle20 builds
an addictive community element into its website by combining joy,
trust and anticipation with quick, simple interactive elements.

Summary
So, what keeps people coming back? Or more to the point, what keeps
them from coming back? Using metric data, we are able to trace behav-
ioral and emotional responses to identify the weak spots in our story-
telling strategies. By identifying and optimizing these areas, we’re able
to make our products better, faster, stronger.

These are just some of the ways to quantify emotional engagement
strategies. How do you measure your engagement successes?❧

RESOURCESRESOURCES

Looking for more information?

19. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/11/17/designing-social-interfaces-overview-
and-practical-techniques/

20. http://twitter.com/#!/ChipotleTweets
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• UX Booth21

A great resource on all things user experience. It goes into detail on
many of the subjects touched on here.

• Occam’s Razor22, Avinash Kaushik
A blog dealing with Web analytics and its practical applications.

• Web Analytics 101: Definitions: Goals, Metrics, KPIs, Dimensions, Tar-
gets23

A very good introduction to all things analytics, via Occam’s Razor.

• A Cognition-Emotion Integrated Model of Media Message Process-
ing24, International Communication Association
Looks at the significance of communication messages in the cognitive-
emotion-behavior relationship.

• Affective Computing Group25, MIT Media Lab
Always has interesting projects on the affective-cognitive experience of
human and technology. Many studies are publicly available in PDF.

21. http://www.uxbooth.com
22. http://www.kaushik.net/avinash/
23. http://www.kaushik.net/avinash/2010/04/web-analytics-101-definitions-goals-metrics-

kpis-dimensions-targets.html
24. http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p_mla_apa_research_citation/0/1/4/9/5/

p14957_index.html
25. http://affect.media.mit.edu
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Enhancing User Interaction
With First Person User
Interface
BY LUKE WROBLEWSKIBY LUKE WROBLEWSKI ❧❧

Though many computer applications and operating systems make use
of real-world metaphors like the desktop, most software interface de-
sign has little to do with how we actually experience the real world. In
lots of cases, there are great reasons not to directly mimic reality. Not
doing so allows us to create interfaces that enable people to be more
productive, communicate in new ways, or manage an increasing
amount of information. In other words, to do things we can’t otherwise
do in real life.

But sometimes, it makes sense to think of the real world as an inter-
face. To design user interactions that make use of how people actually
see the world—to take advantage of first person user interfaces.

First person user interfaces can be a good fit for applications that al-
low people to navigate the real world, “augment” their immediate sur-
roundings with relevant information, and interact with objects or peo-
ple directly around them.

Navigating the Real World
The widespread integration of location detection technologies (like GPS
and cell tower triangulation) has made mobile applications that know
where you are commonplace. Location-aware applications can help you
find nearby friends or discover someplace good to eat by pinpointing
you on a map.

When coupled with a digital compass (or a similar technology) that
can detect your orientation, things get even more interesting. With ac-
cess to location and orientation, software applications not only know
where you are but where you are facing as well.

ENHANCING USER INTERACTION WITH FIRST PERSON USER INTERFACE
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This may seem like a small detail but it opens up a set of new interface
possibilities that are designed from your current perspective. Consider
the difference between the two screens from the TomTom navigation
system26 shown below. The screen on the left provides a two-dimen-
sional, overhead view of a driver’s current position and route. The
screen on the right provides the same information but from a first per-
son perspective.

This first person user interface mirrors your perspective of the world,
which hopefully allows you to more easily follow a route. When people
are in motion, first person interfaces can help them orient quickly and
stay on track without having to translate two-dimensional information
to the real world.

26. http://www.tomtom.com/
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TomTom’s latest software version goes even further toward mirroring
our perspective of the world by using colors and graphics that more ac-
curately match real surroundings. But why re-draw the world when
you can provide navigation information directly on it?

Nearest Tube27 is a first person navigation application that tells you
where the closet subway station is by displaying navigation markers on
the real world as seen through your phone’s camera.

As you can see in the video above, the application places pointers to
each subway station in your field of vision so you can quickly deter-
mine which direction to go. It’s important to note, however, that the ap-

27. http://www.acrossair.com/apps_nearesttube.htm
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plication actually provides different information depending on your
orientation.

When you hold the phone flat and look down, a set of arrows directs
you to each subway line. Holding the phone in front of you shows the
nearest subway stations and how far away they are. Tilting the phone
upwards shows stations further away from you.

Making use of the multiple perspectives naturally available to you
(looking down, looking ahead, looking up) is an example of how first
person interfaces allow us to interact with software in a way that is
guessable, physical, and realistic. Another approach (used in Google
Street View28) is to turn real world elements into interface elements.

Street View enables people to navigate the World using actual pho-
tographs of many major towns & cities. Previously, moving through
these images was only possible by clicking on forward and back arrows
overlaid on top of the photos. Now, (as you can see in the demo video
below) Street View allows you to use the real-world images themselves
to navigate around. Just place a cursor on the actual building or point
on the map that you want to view and double-click.

28. http://google-latlong.blogspot.com/2009/06/introducing-smart-navigation-in-
street.html
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Augmented Reality
Not only can first person user interfaces help us move through the
world, they can also help us understand it. The information that appli-
cations like Nearest Tube overlay on the World can be thought of as
“augmenting” our view of reality. Augmented reality applications are a
popular form of first person interfaces that enhance the real world with
information not visible to the naked eye. These applications present
user interface elements on top of images of the real world using a cam-
era or heads up display.
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For example, an application could augment the real world with infor-
mation such as ratings and reviews or images of food for restaurants in
our field of vision. In fact, lots of different kinds of information can be
presented from a first person perspective in a way that enhances reali-
ty.

IBM’s Seer29 application provides a way to navigate this year’s Wim-
bledon tennis tournament more effectively. Not only does the applica-
tion include navigation tools but it also augments your field of vision
with useful information like the waiting times at taxi and concession
stands.

Wikitude30 is an application that displays landmarks, points of interest,
and historic information wherever you point your phone’s camera. This
not only provides rich context about your surroundings, it also helps
you discover new places and history.

29. http://www.youtube.com/IBMScout
30. http://www.wikitude.org/
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These augmented reality applications share a number of design fea-
tures. Both IBM Seer and Wikitude include a small indicator (in the
bottom right corner of the screen) that lets you know what direction
you are facing and how many points of interest are located near you.
This overview gives you a quick sense of what information is available.
Ideally, the data in this overview can be manipulated to zoom further
out or closer in, adjust search filters, and even select specific elements.

Wikitude allows you to manage the size of this overview radius
through a zoom in/out control on the left side of the screen. This allows
you to focus on points of interest near you or look further out. Since it
is dealing with a much smaller area (the Wimbledon grounds), IBM
Seer doesn’t include (or need) this feature.

In both applications, the primary method for selecting information
of interest is by clicking on the icons overlaid on the camera’s view
port. In the case of IBM Seer, different icons indicate different kinds of
information like concessions or restrooms. In Wikitude, all the icons
are the same and indicate information of interest and distance from
you. Selecting any of these icons brings up a preview of the informa-
tion. In most augmented reality applications, a further information
window or screen is necessary to access more details than the camera
view can display.

When many different types of information can be used to augment
reality within a single application, it’s a good idea to allow people to se-
lect what kinds of information they want visible. Otherwise, too many
information points can quickly overwhelm the interface.

ENHANCING USER INTERACTION WITH FIRST PERSON USER INTERFACE
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Layar31 is an augmented reality application that allows you to select
what kinds of information should be displayed within your field of vi-
sion at any time. The application currently allows you to see houses for
sale and rent, local business information, available jobs, ATM locations,
health care providers, and more. As the video below highlights, you can
switch between layers that display these information points by clicking
on the arrows on the right and left sides of the screen.

Layar also provides quick access to search filters that allow you to
change the criteria for what shows up on screen. This helps narrow
down what is showing up in front of you.

Interacting with Things Near You
First person user interfaces aren’t limited to helping you navigate or
better understand the physical space around you—they can also enable
you to interact directly with the people and objects residing within that
space. In most cases, the prerequisite for these kinds of interactions is
identifying what (or who) is near you. As a result, most of the early ap-
plications in this category are focused on getting that part of things
right first.

One way to identify objects near you is to explicitly provide infor-
mation about them to an application. An application like SnapTell32 can

31. http://layar.eu/
32. http://www.snaptell.com/apps/
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identify popular products like DVDs, CDs, video games, and books
when you take a picture of the product or its barcode. The application
can then return prices, reviews, and more to you.

This approach might eventually also be used to identify people as illus-
trated in the augmented ID concept application from TAT33 in the video
below. This proposed application uses facial recognition to identify
people near you and provides access to digital information about them
like their social networking profiles and updates.

While taking pictures of objects or people to get information about
them is a more direct interaction with the real world than typing a key-

33. http://tat.se/site/showroom/latest_design.html
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word into a search engine, it only partially takes advantage of first per-
son perspective. Perhaps it’s better to use the objects themselves as the
interface.

For example, if any of the objects near you can transmit information
using technologies like RFID tags, an application can simply listen to
how these objects identify themselves and act accordingly. Compare
the process of inputting a barcode or picture of an object to the one il-
lustrated in this video from the Touch research project34. Simply move
your device near an RFID tagged object and the application can provide
the right information or actions for that object to you.

This form of first person interface enables physical and realistic inter-
actions with objects. Taking this idea even further, information can be
displayed on the objects themselves instead of on a device. The 6th
Sense project35 from the MIT Media Lab does just that by using a wear-
able projector to display product information on the actual products
you find in a library or store.

34. http://www.nearfield.org/2009/04/iphone-rfid-nfc
35. http://www.pranavmistry.com/projects/sixthsense/
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Though some of these first person interfaces are forward-looking, most
are available now and ready to help people navigate the real world,
“augment” their immediate surroundings, and interact with objects or
people directly around them. What’s going to come next is likely to be
even more exciting.

The next time you are working on a software application, consider if
a first person user interface could help provide a more natural experi-
ence for your users by bringing the real world and virtual world closer
together.❧
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A Guide To Heuristic
Website Reviews
BY LEIGH HOWELLSBY LEIGH HOWELLS ❧❧

In this chapter, we’ll explore a scoring system for rating and comparing
websites, we’ll visualize those ratings using infographics, and we’ll see
what data and structure this method provides for reviewing websites.

HOW TO TELL WHETHER A WEBSITE IS JUNKHOW TO TELL WHETHER A WEBSITE IS JUNK

We are all reviewers. We review many websites every day without even
realizing it. In fact, many of us are experts at it. We don’t realize it be-
cause the whole process occurs in moments.

That’s how it is. We use websites; we judge websites. Even if we
don’t know we’re doing it, we make judgements about trustworthiness,
credibility, competency, reliability, design and style within seconds of
arriving on a Web page. After looking around, we also get a pretty good
feel for the user experience and usability.

CONSULTANCY REVIEWSCONSULTANCY REVIEWS

For many years, the agency I work for36 has conducted detailed reviews
of its clients’ websites. As part of the consultancy process, we offer rec-
ommendations for any redesign or redevelopment work that is neces-
sary.

Snap judgments may be useful and unavoidable, but when it comes
to reviewing websites professionally, we need to be more organized
and thorough, and we do this by using a review methodology. It also
pays in both time and effort to be formulaic and consistent in our ap-
proach, because there are so many things to look at when considering a
website.

To make this easier, we use a set of heuristics to score websites,
along with a simple method to quickly visualize any weaknesses. I use
a set of heuristics that I have worked with and edited and updated to
suit the type of projects I work with, based on original work created by
User Focus37.

36. http://www.headscape.co.uk
37. http://www.userfocus.co.uk/
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Heuristics

A heuristic is just a fancy word for a measurement of something that
can’t readily be quantified (i.e. when there are no actual numbers to
judge whether item A is better or worse than item B). In a 100 meter
sprint, the winner is easily identified by concrete data. In ice dancing,
the contestants are judged based on a set of technical and artistic crite-
ria, giving them a set of scores.

ALL THAT GLITTERS IS NOT GOLDALL THAT GLITTERS IS NOT GOLD

We might be swayed by something that looks good, but we all know
that beauty is only skin deep. As with everything that glitters, the job of
the reviewer is to poke about and see if they really have struck gold.

Conversely, some websites that are judged harshly for their graphic
design are successful beyond measure—I’m looking at you, Amazon,
eBay, Craigslist and even Google. These websites aren’t much to look at,
but functionally speaking, they do their job well and have evolved over
the years to precisely meet their customers’ needs.

As designers, we’re asked to redesign websites that generally are get-
ting to look better and better. It’s getting to the point that we find our-
selves questioning the need for a redesign at all. But usually the prob-

(Image: Rick S.38)

38. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fusar-Poli_and_Margaglio.jpg
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lems are not immediately obvious in the visuals, layout or code. Some-
times a website is just wrong for the client’s brand; or the experience of
performing tasks on it is unpleasant. Sometimes, a website just doesn’t
work.

You can’t tell by looking. You need to dig deeper by really using the
website, setting yourself tasks and trying things out. Only then will you
experience what is really going on. Realizing just how much rethink-
ing, redesigning and redeveloping a website needs often takes a while.

METRICS FOR SUCCESSMETRICS FOR SUCCESS

The success of most websites can be measured by some metric, be it the
number of sales, uploads, downloads, clicks, comments or sign-ups. But
a website can be successful in sales and still have problems; for exam-
ple, it might be successful because of excellent marketing, because of
its offline reputation (as in the case of high-street brands) or from hav-
ing cornered the market. That does not mean it is without problems.
But many more websites have no quantifiable metrics by which we can
determine how good or bad they actually are. Judging these websites is
more difficult and requires a bit more leg work.

A Many-Layered Cake

(Image: Scheinwerfermann39)

39. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pound_layer_cake.jpg
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When reviewing a website in detail, we have to explore many layers,
both on the surface and below, including the following:

• Task orientation and website functionality,

• Navigation and information architecture,

• Forms and data entry,

• Trust and credibility,

• Quality of writing and content,

• Search,

• Help, feedback and error tolerance,

• Page layout and visual/aesthetic design,

• Accessibility and technical design.

Taking these broad categories, we can devise a list of questions to ex-
plore each and get to the heart of the website. This formalizes the
process and ensures that the same thought process can be repeated the
next time. It also serves as a checklist, ensuring that nothing is forgot-
ten. For example, when looking at the layout and visual design of a
website, our questions could include these:

• Are standard elements (such as page titles, website navigation, page
navigation and privacy policy) easy to locate?

• Is there a good balance between information density and white space?

• Does the website have a consistent and clearly recognizable look and
feel that will engage users?

For accessibility, we could formulate questions such as these:

• Is the color contrast across the website enough to make all of the con-
tent accessible?

• Does the website work comfortably at lower resolutions (e.g. 1024 × 768
pixels)?

• Does the CSS validate with the W3C’s validation services?

Regarding the written copy, our questions could include:

• Are the pages simple to scan on screen? Are they broken up by headings
and subheadings? Are the paragraphs short?
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• Are acronyms and abbreviations defined when first used?

• Does the website favor maps, diagrams, graphs, flow charts and other
visuals over long blocks of text?

DEPTHDEPTH

Although relatively easy to conduct, a heuristic review is not quick to
perform. However, we can decide just how much depth to go into and
how many questions to ask in order to get a feel for the website. The
more heuristic measures we use, the longer the process will take; the
fewer we use, the less informative the results will be. It’s a matter of
striking a balance between the time available and the quality of returns.
Selecting heuristics that get to the heart of each category can signifi-
cantly reduce the amount of effort you need to put in.

Devising A Scoring System
To get a yardstick score for each heuristic, a simple score can be given.
For example, 0 points if it falls short of a metric, 1 point if it’s halfway
there, and 2 points if it does the job. So, if acronyms or abbreviations
are defined in some sections but not in others, then the heuristic would
score only 1 point. If the website worked comfortably at 1024 × 768 pix-
els, then it would receive 2 points.

These points can be totalled across each category to give a quantifi-
able sense of what’s going on across the website, as shown here:

VISUALIZATIONVISUALIZATION

Representing this data visually helps us quickly identify problem areas
and makes it easier to compare websites.

Totals of heuristic data across categories.
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Radar diagrams are perfect for this kind of analysis, because they
give a recognizable shape based on the score. The more circular the
radar, the more balanced the score; the spikier the radar, the more varia-
tion in the score. The size of the radar plot on the axes indicates the
score percentage itself, showing good and bad areas, as seen in the ex-
amples below:

A radar plot showing a website that performs well across all heuristic categories.

A radar plot showing poor performance across all heuristic categories.

A GUIDE TO HEURISTIC WEBSITE REVIEWS

38



Competitor Reviews
By combining the heuristic results of different websites, we can create
a visual comparison of competing websites in a market segment. This
is particularly good for getting a feel for which websites fail and which
succeed in certain respects. Analyzing multiple websites can, of course,
take a lot of work, so stripping your heuristics down to the essentials is
a good idea.

A DIRECT COMPARISONA DIRECT COMPARISON

As a real-world example, below is a comparison of two similar websites:
Smashing Magazine and Webdesigner Depot. We can see that both

A radar plot showing a website that performs well in all areas but one.

A radar plot showing a website that performs poorly in all areas but one.
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lack a little in most of the categories, apart from quality of writing and
content, which is what we would expect from content-rich blogs.
(Please note that I work for neither website and stand as an impartial
bystander!)

Both websites score a little higher in page layout and visual design,
but they have rather weak home pages, being in the format of a tradi-
tional, basic blog. Their calls to action score quite poorly (other than the
advertising!). Smashing Magazine scores marginally better in naviga-
tion because it has the tabs on top to distinguish major content areas,
whereas Webdesigner Depot almost loses the navigation below the ad-
vertising in the right-hand column. Smashing Magazine scores slightly
higher in accessibility for a number of minor heuristics, such as the
clarity of the text, spacing and contrast.

Webdesigner Depot falls behind a little on trust and credibility be-
cause of details such as the basic link to an email address in the footer
(compared to the well-considered contact form on Smashing Maga-
zine), and also for the very brief copy in the “About us” section. Howev-
er, Webdesigner Depot picks up slightly more points in visual design
for its colorful style. Of course, like the presentation scores in ice danc-
ing, any process used to score aesthetics or design will always be sub-
jective, so having a wide range of criteria for various aspects of design
is a good idea.

A heuristic analysis of Smashing Magazine.
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To emphasize the differences in the heuristic measurements, we can
overlay one radar plot on the other:

Conclusion
When reviewing a website, subjective snap judgements are unwise. We
can do justice to a website only with a detailed test drive. We need to
perform tasks and look in detail at various components on and below
the surface. Heuristic scoring is a useful process for quantifying and vi-
sualizing a website’s quality when other measures are not appropriate

A heuristic analysis of Webdesigner Depot. Note that Webdesigner Depot does not really
have or require form inputs, so it scores 0 by default in the “Forms and data entry” cate-

gory; this score can be either ignored or removed altogether if so wished.

Overlaying one radar diagram on the other to enhance visualization.
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or available. This formal process reveals problem areas, while focusing
the discussion at the start of a redevelopment phase.

Resources
Based on work done by Userfocus40. Discover more41 and download a
free template to get started in creating your own heuristic reviews.❧

40. http://www.userfocus.co.uk/
41. http://www.userfocus.co.uk/resources/guidelines.html
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Stop Designing Pages And
Start Designing Flows
BY MORGAN BROWNBY MORGAN BROWN ❧❧

For designers, it’s easy to jump right into the design phase of a website
before giving the user experience the consideration it deserves. Too of-
ten, we prematurely turn our focus to page design and information ar-
chitecture, when we should focus on the user flows that need to be sup-
ported by our designs. It’s time to make the user flows a bigger priority
in our design process.

Design flows that are tied to clear objectives allow us to create a pos-
itive user experience and a valuable one for the business we’re working
for. In this chapter, we’ll show you how spending more time up front
designing user flows leads to better results for both the user and busi-
ness. Then we’ll look in depth at a common flow for e-commerce web-
sites (the customer acquisition funnel), as well as provide tips on opti-
mizing it to create a complete customer experience.

Start With The User
When starting a new Web design project, we’re often handed a design
brief, branding standards, high-level project goals, as well as feature
and functionality requirements. Unfortunately, these documents typi-
cally amount to little more than the technical specifications of the pro-
ject, with almost no thought given to how exactly the website will ful-
fill the multiple user objectives that lead to successful interactions.
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If you start with a detailed look at the objectives of the user and the
business, you would be able to sketch out the various flows that need to
be designed in order to achieve both parties’ goals. User objectives
could range from finding a fact to replacing a product to learning a new
skill to buying a gift for someone. Business objectives could be getting
a lead, a like, a subscriber, a buyer, a download or a phone call. Identify-
ing each user and business objective is the first step to creating design
flows that meet all of them.

Map User Flows Into Conversion Funnels
Not all website visitors are created equal. Users come from different
sources, with varying levels of knowledge and engagement, and with
different goals. It’s up to you as a user experience designer to map
those in-bound user flows to conversion funnels that provide value to
the user as well as the business.

You should prioritize the flows and focus your effort on the few that
will impact the most users and have the greatest gain. Custom flows al-
low you to architect experiences according to traffic source or visitor
type and enable you to set the experiential pace, build user confidence
and get buy-in on the way to the ultimate conversion.

TYPICAL USER FLOWSTYPICAL USER FLOWS

Some typical user flows are:

• Paid advertising
A user coming from a banner or Google AdWord ad.

Two examples of popular user flows for e-commerce and subscription websites.

STOP DESIGNING PAGES AND START DESIGNING FLOWS
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• Social media
A user coming from a friend’s post on a social network.

• Email
A user coming from an email newsletter or referral invitation.

• Organic search
A user coming from a deep link that was surfaced by a search.

• Press or news item
A user coming from a mention in the news or a blog post.

Each of these visitors has their own needs, expectations and level of
knowledge, and they need to be treated accordingly.

Diving Into Funnels: A Closer Look At Customer
Acquisition

Let’s look at a critical flow for many websites—paid online customer
acquisition—and break down its various elements. For this example,
we’ll examine the experience flow from new visitor to email subscriber
to purchaser.

Consider a company that uses display advertising to generate new
customers for its business.

DISPLAY MEDIADISPLAY MEDIA

With display advertising, it all starts with the banner. The design of the
banner needs to achieve one precious goal: get a click from the right
person. Here are some key questions to answer when designing the ads
that represent the very front of your user flow:

• What type of user am I targeting?

E-commerce websites typically have many different conversion funnels.
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• Are they actively seeking a solution to a problem, or are they casually
browsing?

• What problem are they trying to solve?

• How can I best capture the user’s attention?

• How do I relate to the user?

• Is there a message that will resonate with the user?

• Is there a pain point that my product or website alleviates for the user?

• How can I articulate this solution clearly and quickly?

• What compelling calls to action will get our target user to click?

Your ads should address these main motivations and provide a com-
pelling hook to get that all-important click. Up-front research and real-
world testing will help to optimize the experience. Using this model,
ReTargeter improved its banner click-through rate by four times. Its
blog post42 lays out exactly how it achieved this success.

THE LANDING PAGETHE LANDING PAGE

The point when the user hits the landing page is when the user flow
work really begins. Because these users are coming from a low-infor-
mation source (such as a banner, as opposed to an in-depth blog post),
you must design a flow that fills in the gaps of information by provid-
ing the user with the data that they need to be converted.

In our example, the user will hopefully be converted to an email sub-
scriber; but depending on the business, the conversion could be to cre-
ate an account, download a white paper or make a purchase. Whatever
the conversion goal for the business, the key is to give the user a reason
to keep moving through the flow, down the funnel.

Use the following methods to keep the user moving down the funnel:

• Build user confidence by clearly articulating key benefits, backed by
easy-to-digest proof points.

• Streamline the content and design to focus on a clear call to action (in
this example, to sign up for an email newsletter).

42. http://www.retargeter.com/general/ab-testing-creatives-retargeting-1
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• Remove friction at every step. Ask for the minimum amount of infor-
mation, and reduce the number of fields, extra clicks and page-loading
time.

• Create an enticing hook, an itch that can only be scratched by complet-
ing the registration step.

KISSmetrics’ “Anatomy of a Perfect Landing Page43” details the design,
UI and copy elements that can help you meet your users’ need and dri-
ve conversions for your business.

Stacking Flows For A Complete User Experience Life
Cycle
While viewing a funnel as something like Click on banner ad → Land on
Web page → Register email is easy, designing and building stacked flows
that drive the business’ ultimate objectives takes a bit more thought. In
our example, we’ve successfully gained an email subscriber from the
banner ad campaign, but the real business objective is to generate rev-
enue through new purchases.

Treating the email subscriber flow and the e-commerce purchasing
flow as two separate conversion funnels is an easy trap. In reality, the
experiences are connected, and by looking at them as stacked flows, we
can create a more cohesive interaction, one that drives optimal results
for the business.

In our example, this stack is made up of the customer acquisition
funnel and the customer relationship management (CRM) flow.

43. http://blog.kissmetrics.com/landing-page-design-infographic/
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When designing this flow, you need to consider what the biggest levers
are for converting the subscriber into a buyer. Many of the earlier prin-
ciples apply, but this time you have more touch points44 to consider
and leverage.

In this flow, you need to look at all elements of your CRM strategy
and the purchase flow of your website, including:

• Email communication back to the subscriber,

• Pages that the subscriber lands on when returning to the website,

• The flow from internal content pages to check-out.

Here are a few key considerations when designing the flow from sub-
scriber to purchaser:

• Tell a visual story that the subscriber can identify with and wants to be
a part of.

Stacking funnels creates a cohesive user experience life cycle.

44. http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2011/08/26/taking-a-customer-from-like-to-love-
the-ux-of-long-term-relationships/
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• Ensure that your emails reinforce the story, and give proof points to re-
mind users why they subscribed.

• Include compelling calls to action to give the subscriber an opportunity
to relate to and be a part of the story.

• Include prominent calls to action and easy, direct paths to the check-
out process from the website’s internal content pages and blog posts.
These validate the user’s hope about their role in the story.

• Make the check-out process as frictionless as possible, and reinforce
confidence along the way to help the buyer commit to being a part of it.

By considering how the two flows interact, you can create a seamless
experience that builds confidence and deepens the user’s connection to
your website, leading to the ultimate purchase conversion. Equally im-
portant, this flow also increases customer satisfaction because the
stacked funnels keep the user experience smooth and on track to meet-
ing their needs, with little confusion or ambiguity.

Putting Flow Design To Work For You
Whether you’re mapping out a brand new website or looking to opti-
mize an existing user experience, flow design will keep you out of the
trap of designing individual pages and interactions and instead focus
you on fulfilling users’ needs. By prioritizing your user flows and fo-
cusing on the ones that drive the most value to the most users and to
the business, you can make the greatest impact with your initial flow
design.

When considering user flows, think past the first conversion, and
design for the ultimate conversion, which might lie a few steps behind.
This is particularly important with any type of commerce-driven busi-
ness, for which the first conversion is often just a prelude to the prima-
ry revenue event. By stacking these complementary funnels, you create
a more cohesive user experience that drives better results for both the
user and your business.

So, the next time you’re asked to create a new design, step back and
ask yourself and your team what user flows you are trying to create
through the website, and let that insight drive the design process.❧

49



The Data-Pixel Approach To
Improving User Experience
BY RIAN VAN DER MERWEBY RIAN VAN DER MERWE ❧❧

There are many ways to skin a redesign (I think that’s how the saying
goes). On a philosophical level, I agree with those who advocate for re-
aligning, not redesigning, but these are mere words when you’re star-
ing a design problem in the face with no idea where to start. This chap-
ter came out of my own questions about how to make the realignment
philosophy practical and apply it to my day-to-day work—especially
when what’s needed is more than a few tweaks to the website here and
there.

I propose an approach to redesign through realignment, by using a
framework adapted from Edward Tufte’s principles on the visual dis-
play of quantitative information. But first, a little context.

Redesign Through Realignment
Let’s recap the redesign versus realign argument. Here is Cameron
Moll in “Good Designers Redesign, Great Designers Realign45”:

“The desire to redesign is aesthetic-driven, while the desire to realign is
purpose-driven. One approach seeks merely to refresh, the other aims
to fully reposition and may or may not include a full refresh.”

A realignment can include a full refresh, but the starting point is not
the visual layer. The starting point is an understanding of the website’s
users and their objectives, of market trends and of brand strategy.
These are the hard questions that guide a realignment—not a desire to
try out some new fonts or see whether a +1 button would look good on
the home page.

But surely a visual refresh can be beneficial, too? What’s the danger
in giving users something new to look at? In an essay that builds on
Cameron’s article, Francisco Inchauste sums up the problem as fol-
lows46:

45. http://www.alistapart.com/articles/redesignrealign
46. http://www.getfinch.com/finch/entry/long-live-the-redesign/
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“Great designers adjust an existing work with little disruption of the
foundational design for a goal or purpose. The end result is a modifi-
cation to the design that improves the user experience. Good design-
ers, on the other hand, recreate existing work focusing on the aesthet-
ic, with a misunderstood notion that it will always improve it. How-
ever, they end up disrupting and/or damaging the user’s experience,
making no real impact with the effort.”

The main problem with big redesigns, therefore, is that, even though
objectively the UX might have been improved, users are often left con-
fused about what has happened and are unable to find their way. In
most cases, making “steady, relentless, incremental progress” on a web-
site (to borrow a phrase of John Gruber47) is much more desirable. With
this approach, users are pulled gently into a better experience, as op-
posed to being thrown into the deep end and forced to sink or swim.

So, if we agree that a realignment is preferable to a redesign (and I’m
sure we never will, but let’s assume we do for the sake of this chapter), a
big question remains unanswered: What happens when a realignment
requires major changes to the website? What happens when small
tweaks aren’t enough, when a website’s UX is so far gone that you’re
tempted to scrap everything and start over?

One way to go about it is to use a continual realignment process to
redesign the website. Build a vision, and know where you’re going in
the long term; but get there incrementally, not with a big-bang release.
Remaining rooted in the realignment approach ensures that the focus
remains purpose-driven, even if the process results in major visual
changes. “That’s fine,” you say, “but how do you do it? Where do you be-
gin with such a project?” Let’s now look at one possible approach to re-
designing through realignment.

Edward Tufte And The Data-Ink Ratio
I’ve always been intrigued by Edward Tufte’s principles for visualizing
large quantities of data. The Visual Display of Quantitative Information48 is
one of my favorite books of all time. Recently, I’ve been wondering
whether its principles could be applied to Web design and, specifically,
the realignment process. The deeper I got into it, the more I realized
that within Tufte’s principles lies a goldmine for people who make web-
sites.

47. http://daringfireball.net/linked/2011/06/14/thurrott-ios-5-lion
48. http://www.amazon.com/Visual-Display-Quantitative-Information/dp/0961392142
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One of Tufte’s central principles in The Visual Display of Quantitative In-
formation is what he calls “data-ink”:

“Data-Ink is the non-erasable core of a graphic, the non-redundant
ink arranged in response to variation in the numbers represented.”

Before we unpack what this means for Web design, it’s important to
note that Tufte’s work applies specifically to information graphics and
the display of quantitative data, not to the design of graphical user in-
terfaces. However, when carefully interpreted and applied to the field
of Web design, the principles are extremely useful.

With that in mind, I propose the concept of “data-pixels” for the de-
sign of user interfaces to mirror Tufte’s data-ink for information graph-
ics. In the context of Web design, we can then think of data-pixels as
the simplest and most desirable path that a user can take through a
flow (the “non-erasable core of an interface”). It is what would remain
in “focus mode49”—if nothing else existed on the screen, just the de-
sign elements that enable users to get from one screen to the next.

For example, on a payment screen, data-pixels would be the credit-
card fields, text labels and “Pay now” button. Nothing else. This is obvi-
ously not possible—you need headers, payment summaries, tooltips,
trust seals, etc. But the “core data” are the elements of the page that we
cannot remove without the user getting stuck with no ability to recov-
er.

From this irreducible point of the design, you can start to add other
elements as necessary, and this is what Tufte’s work is all about. Much

49. http://www.informationarchitects.jp/en/ia-writer-for-mac/
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of what Tufte espouses is finding the right data-ink ratio (or what we’ll
call data-pixel ratio) for quantitative data, so that the core data can
shine through. He lays out five principles for data-ink. Here is an
overview and how these principles can be adapted to redesign through
realignment.

PRINCIPLE 1 :  ABOVE ALL ELSE,  SHOW THE DATAPRINCIPLE 1 :  ABOVE ALL ELSE,  SHOW THE DATA

Data graphics should draw the viewer’s attention to the sense and
substance of the data, not to something else.

– Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information

During a realignment, we should be guided by the principle that every
page should be focused on the core data and the primary task that users
need to take in that particular flow. Anything else is noise and should
be added only after very careful consideration.

Craig Mod has written a great article titled “The Shape of Our Fu-
ture Book50.” In it, he describes the “quiet confidence” that a Kindle has
when it is woken from its sleep state (compared to the iPad in particu-
lar), and then he addresses the data-pixel issue as follows:

“I think the same concept of ‘quiet confidence’ can be applied to data.
Namely, in designing user experiences, we need to produce data that
doesn’t draw attention to itself explicitly as data.”

This doesn’t mean that design has to be boring or that aesthetics are not
important. It means that we need to be mindful that any layer of design
we add to the core data has to serve a specific function and cannot dis-
tract from the data itself.

50. http://craigmod.com/satellite/our_future_book/
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PRINCIPLE 2:  ERASE NON-DATA PIXELS,  WITHIN REASONPRINCIPLE 2:  ERASE NON-DATA PIXELS,  WITHIN REASON

“While it is true that these boring [pixels] sometimes help set the stage
for the data action, it is surprising […] how often the [pixels] them-
selves can serve as their own stage.”

– Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information

Once the context for the realignment is set by the overarching principle
of focusing on core data, it’s time to evaluate the design and start im-
proving the data-pixel ratio.

The first step is to look for ways to erase non-data pixels—the parts
of the design that don’t directly apply to the user’s primary task. Look
for elements that cannot be connected to guiding a user to the desired
outcome, such as:

• Colors that don’t support the visual hierarchy through contrast;

• Typefaces that draw attention to themselves for no good reason;

• Gratuitous imagery (stock photography in particular) that does nothing
more than break up the page (consider using white space and proximity
grouping to create natural breaks instead);

Image credit: Sarah Blake51

51. http://twitter.com/blakey
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• Alignment, sizes and color contrast that draw unwanted attention (for
example, indented paragraphs, large social-media icons, a bright ad that
doesn’t fit the website’s visual style).

One website that could certainly benefit from the removal of non-data
pixels is doHome52. Notice the gratuitous reflection of the navigation
menu, the unnecessary stock photography, and the fact that so little
content on the page tells you what the website is about:

MailChimp53 does a good job of limiting the non-data pixels on its sign-
up page. Clear language indicates what to do; large fields with top-
aligned labels ensure that you complete the form quickly; some infor-
mation is included about the plan you’re signing up for; and the button
to sign up is big and high-contrast.

52. http://www.do.co.za/
53. http://www.mailchimp.com
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Squarespace54’s sign-up page removes as much non-data pixels as pos-
sible to put all the focus on the task at hand. The background disap-
pears as soon as you click the “Sign up” link, and you’re presented with
the following zero-distraction form:

Google+ is another example of a design that employs minimal non-data
pixels. As Oliver Reichenstein says55:

54. http://www.squarespace.com/
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“It is extremely difficult to keep a complicated user interface so light,
white and free of lines, boxes and ornaments. The content hierarchy is
always clear, color definitions and consistent and clear without label-
ing them.”

This list isn’t exhaustive, but it illustrates the purpose of the principle:
to critically evaluate the visual elements in order to strip out what isn’t
necessary.

PRINCIPLE 3:  ERASE REDUNDANT DATA-PIXELS,  WITHINPRINCIPLE 3:  ERASE REDUNDANT DATA-PIXELS,  WITHIN
REASONREASON

“Gratuitous decoration and reinforcement of the data measures gen-
erate much redundant data-[pixels].”

– Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information

“Redundant data-pixels” refer to elements of the design that are repeat-
ed without good reason. Some examples:

• Rows of products in a table with an “Add to cart” button next to each
one.
(Consider using check boxes, with one “Add to cart” button at the bot-
tom.)

• Animation as a way to draw attention to an element.
(Consider using high-contrast color and size instead.)

• “Are you sure you want to do this?” dialogs for simple tasks such as
adding a product to a cart.
(For potentially catastrophic actions, like deleting an account, this type
of dialog is, of course, appropriate.)

Below is an example from the offline word, courtesy of Allan Kent56.
The chart shows the price of parking per hour. Surely a simple sign that
reads “R10 per hour” would suffice?

55. https://plus.google.com/115711522874757126523/posts/6EbG2uwnE3c
56. https://plus.google.com/106699847074126281204/posts/UzhFechmQKr
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Note the addition of “within reason” to each of the data-pixel principles.
Tufte himself acknowledges that redundant pixels are sometimes nec-
essary:

“Redundancy, upon occasion, has its uses: giving a context and order
to complexity, facilitating comparisons over various parts of the data,
perhaps creating an aesthetic balance.”

The exception, then, is when, in Tufte’s words again, “redundancy has a
distinctly worthy purpose”. A “Pay now” button at the top and bottom
of a check-out page could be an example of this. One of the buttons is
redundant, yet it introduces efficiency so that users don’t have to scroll
up or down to place their order.

The guiding principle here is to strive for a minimalist aesthetic,
adding redundant pixels only when they serve a larger purpose (for ex-
ample, when they’re essential to the brand’s promise or to user efficien-
cy).
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PRINCIPLE 4:  MAXIMIZE THE DATA-PIXEL RATIO, WITH-PRINCIPLE 4:  MAXIMIZE THE DATA-PIXEL RATIO, WITH-
IN REASONIN REASON

“Every [pixel] on a graphic requires a reason. And nearly always that
reason should be that the [pixel] presents new information.”

– Edward Tufte, The Visual Display of Quantitative Information

Once you’ve erased as many non-data pixels and redundant data pixels
as possible, the next step is to figure out what (if anything) is missing
from the design. The goal of this principle is to add more pixels to the
design, if necessary.

There should always be a reason for adding elements to a design,
and the reason will usually be that those elements provide information
and/or functionality that increases usability. Some examples:

• Breadcrumbs that tell users where they are on the website and give
them an easy way to get back to where they came from.

• An aesthetic layer of color, typography, layout and so on, to ensure con-
sistency between brand perception and the website.

• Hover states or tooltips to provide appropriate guidance or contextual
help to users.

An example of necessary pixels is relevant inline error messages. Con-
sider the sign-up form on Quora57 below. Very few non-data pixels are
on the page. The form’s layout is simple, with no extraneous decora-
tion. But if you try to enter only your first name, the page instantly re-
minds you that a full name is required:

57. http://www.quora.com
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One could argue that this isn’t technically part of the “core data” of the
design. Quora could have let this slide and either allowed accounts with
first names only or sorted it out after users have signed up. But it has
decided that data integrity is important from the start, so it has added
this real-time check.

A little closer to home, this is what the header of kalahari.com58

(where I currently work) looked like when I started at the company:

Identifying the non-data pixels in this design is easy: very large radii on
the rounded corners, color that grabs too much attention, too many
unimportant links, etc. After maximizing the data-pixel ratio to put the
focus on the core data (which is search), we ended up with this header:

58. http://www.kalahari.com/
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PRINCIPLE 5:  REVISE AND EDITPRINCIPLE 5:  REVISE AND EDIT

“Probably, indeed, the larger part of the labour of an author in com-
posing his work is critical labour; the labour of sifting, combining,
constructing, expunging, correcting, testing: this frightful toil is as
much critical as creative.”

– T.S. Eliot, Selected Essays, 1917–193259

Tufte quotes T.S. Eliot to describe the relentless effort of editing and re-
vising in graphic design work, and it’s certainly true for Web design.

Once you’ve completed a cycle through these principles, it’s time to
go back and start again. Every realignment cycle exposes new opportu-
nities to “above all else, show the data”. UX is a never-ending cycle of
improvement, and following a realignment process bakes this constant
cycle into the strategy in a very natural way.

Summary
As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there are many ap-
proaches to redesigning a website. The hardest part often is knowing
how and where to start. As I’ve shown, Edward Tufte’s timeless princi-
ples for the visual display of data can be adjusted and used as a frame-
work to get over that initial hump and serve as a catalyst for a cycle of
continual improvement through realignment.❧
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