
Chapter 2

Organizing the Content: Information 
Architecture and Application Structure

At this point, you know what your users want out of your application or site. You’re target-
ing a chosen platform: the Web, the desktop, a mobile device, or some combination. You 
know which idiom or interface type to use—a form, an e-commerce site, an image viewer, 
or something else—or you may realize that you need to combine several of them. If you’re 
really on the ball, you’ve written down some typical scenarios that describe how people 
might use high-level elements of the application to accomplish their goals. You have a 
clear idea of what value this application adds to people’s lives.

Now what?

You could start making sketches of the interface. Many visual thinkers do that at this stage. 
If you’re the kind of person who likes to think visually and needs to play with sketches 
while working out the broad strokes of the design, go for it.

But if you’re not a visual thinker by nature (and sometimes even if you are), hold off on 
the interface sketches. They might lock your thinking into the first visual designs you put 
on paper. You need to stay flexible and creative for a little while, until you work out the 
overall organization of the application.

It can be helpful to think about an application in terms of its underlying data and tasks. 
What objects are being shown to the users? How are they categorized and ordered? What 
do users need to do with them? And now that you’re thinking abstractly about them, how 
many ways can you design a presentation of those things and tasks? 

These lines of inquiry may help you think more creatively about the interface you’re 
designing. 

Information architecture (IA) is the art of organizing an information space. It encompasses 
many things: presenting, searching, browsing, labeling, categorizing, sorting, manipulat-
ing, and strategically hiding information. Especially if you’re working with a new product, 
this is where you should start.
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The Big Picture
Let’s look at the very highest level of your application first. From the designer’s perspec-
tive, your site or application probably serves several functions: a software service—maybe 
several services—sharing information, selling a product, branding, social communica-
tion, or any number of other goals. Your home page or opening screen may need to con-
vey all of these. Via text and imagery, users should be directed to the part of your site or 
app that accomplishes their purposes.

At this level, you’ll make decisions about the whole package. What interaction model will 
it use? The desktop metaphor? The simpler model of a traditional website? Or a richly in-
teractive site that splits the difference? Is it a self-contained device such as a mobile phone 
or digital video recorder, for which you must design the interactions from scratch? The 
interaction model establishes consistency throughout the artifact, and it determines how 
users move through and among the different pieces of functionality. I won’t go into more 
detail at this level, because almost all of the patterns in this book apply at smaller scales.

Now let’s look at a smaller unit within an application or site: pages that serve single im-
portant functions. In an application, this might be a main screen or a major interactive 
tool; in a richly interactive website, it might be a single page, such as Gmail’s main screen; 
in a more static website, it might be a group of pages devoted to one process or function. 

Any such page will primarily do one of these things:

1.	 Show one single thing, such as a map, book, video, or game

2.	 Show a list or set of things

3.	 Provide tools to create a thing

4.	 Facilitate a task

Most apps and sites do some combination of these things, of course. A website might 
show a feature article (1), a list of additional articles (2), with a wiki area for members to 
create pages (3), and a registration form for new members (4). That’s fine. Each of these 
parts of the site should be designed using patterns and tools to fit that particular organiz-
ing principle.

This list mirrors some of the work done by Theresa Neil with application structures in the 
context of rich Internet applications (RIAs). She defines three types of structures based on 
the user’s primary goal: information, process, and creation.* 

This list gives us a framework within which to fit the idioms and patterns we’ll talk about 
in this and other chapters.

*	  “Rich Internet Screen Design,” in UX Magazine: http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-
screen-design.

http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design
http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design
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Show One Single Thing
Is this really what your page does? The whole point of the page’s design is to show or play a 
single piece of content, with no list of other pieces that users could also see, no comments, 
and no table of contents or anything like that?

Lucky you!

All you really need, then, is to manage the user’s interaction with this one thing. The 
IA is probably straightforward. There might be small-scale tools clustered around the 
content—scrollers and sliders, sign-in box, global navigation, headers and footers, and 
so forth—but they are minor and easily designed. Your design might take one of these 
shapes:

•	 A long, vertically scrolled page of flowed text (articles, books, and similar long-form 
content). 

•	 A zoomable interface for very large, fine-grained artifacts, such as maps, images, 
or information graphics. Map sites such as Google Maps provide some well-known 
examples.

•	 The “media player” idiom, including video and audio players.

As you design this interface, consider the following patterns and techniques to support 
the design:

•	 Alternative Views, to show the content in more than one way.

•	 Many Workspaces, in case people want to see more than one place, state, or document 
at one time. 

•	 Deep-linked State, in Chapter 3. With this, a user can save a certain place or state 
within the content so that he can come back to it later or send someone else a URL.

•	 Sharing Widget and other social patterns, in Chapter 9.

•	 Some of the mobile patterns described in Chapter 10, if one of your design goals is to 
deliver the content on mobile devices.

Show a List of Things
This is what most of the world’s digital artifacts seem to do. Lists are everywhere! The 
digital world has converged on many common idioms for showing lists, most of which 
are familiar to you—simple text lists, menus, grids of images, search results, lists of email 
messages or other communications, tables, trees. There are more, of course.

Lists present rich challenges in information architecture. How long is the list? Is it flat or 
hierarchical, and if it is a hierarchy, what kind? How is it ordered, and can the user change 
that ordering dynamically? Should it be filtered or searched? What information or opera-
tions are associated with each list item, and when and how should they be shown?
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Because lists are so common, a solid grasp of the different ways to present them can 
benefit any designer. It’s the same theme again—by learning and formalizing these tech-
niques, you can expand your own thinking about how to present content in different and 
interesting ways.

A few patterns for designing an interface around a list are described in this chapter (others 
are in Chapter 5). You can build either an entire app or site, or a small piece of a larger arti-
fact, around one of these patterns. They set up a structure that other display techniques—
text lists, thumbnail lists, and so on—can fit into. Other top-level organizations not listed 
here might include calendars, full-page menus, and search results.

•	 Feature, Search, and Browse is the pattern followed by countless websites that show 
products and written content. Searching and browsing provide two ways for users to 
find items of interest, while the front page features one item to attract interest.

•	 Blogs, news sites, email readers, and social sites such as Twitter all use the News Stream 
pattern to list their content, with the most recent updates at the top.

•	 Picture Manager is a well-defined interface type for handling photos and other picto-
rial documents. It can accommodate hierarchies and flat lists, tools to arrange and 
reorder documents, tools to operate directly on pictures, and so on.

Once you’ve chosen an overall design for the interface, you might look at other patterns 
and techniques for displaying lists. These fit into the patterns mentioned earlier; for 
instance, a Picture Manager might use a Thumbnail Grid, a Pagination, or both to show a 
list of photos—all within a Two-Panel Selector framework. See Chapter 5 for a thorough 
discussion.

Provide Tools to Create a Thing
Builders and editors are the great dynastic families of the software world. Microsoft 
Word, Excel, PowerPoint, and other Office applications, in addition to Adobe Photoshop, 
Illustrator, In Design, Dreamweaver, and other tools that support designers are all in this 
category. So are the tools that support software engineers, such as the various code editors 
and integrated development environments. These have long histories, large user bases, 
and very well established interaction styles, honed over many years.

Most people are familiar with the idioms used by these tools: text editors, code editors, 
image editors, editors that create vector graphics, and spreadsheets. 

Chapter 8 of the previous edition of this book discusses how to design different aspects of 
these tools. But at the level of application structure or IA, the following patterns are often 
found:

•	 Canvas Plus Palette describes most of these applications. This highly recognizable, 
well-established pattern for visual editors sets user expectations very strongly.

•	 Almost all applications of this type provide Many Workspaces—usually windows con-
taining different documents, which enable users to work on them in parallel.



The Patterns  29 

•	 Alternative Views let users see one document or workspace through different lenses, to 
view various aspects of the thing they’re creating.

•	 “Blank Slate Invitation” is named and written about in Designing Web Interfaces 
(http://oreilly.com/catalog/9780596516253/) by Bill Scott and Theresa Neil (O’Reilly), 
and is a profoundly useful pattern for builders and editors. It is closely related to the 
Input Hints pattern in Chapter 8.

Facilitate a Single Task
Maybe your interface’s job isn’t to show a list of anything or create anything, but simply to 
get a job done. Signing in, registering, posting, printing, uploading, purchasing, changing 
a setting—all such tasks fall into this category.

Forms do a lot of work here. Chapter 8 talks about forms at length and lists many controls 
and patterns to support effective forms. Chapter 6 defines another useful set of patterns 
that concentrate more on “verbs” than “nouns.”

Not much IA needs to be done if the user can do the necessary work in a small, contained 
area, such as a sign-in box. But when the task gets more complicated than that—if it’s long, 
or branched, or has too many possibilities—part of your job is to work out how the task 
is structured. 

•	 Much of the time, you’ll want to break the task down into smaller steps or groups of 
steps. For these, a Wizard might work well for users who need to be walked through 
the task.

•	 A Settings Editor is a very common type of interface that gives users a way to change 
the settings or preferences of something—an application, a document, a product, and 
so on. This isn’t a step-by-step task at all. Here, your job is to give users open access 
to a wide variety of choices and switches and let them change only what they need, 
when they need it, knowing that they will skip around. 

The Patterns
Several of the patterns in this chapter are large-scale, defining the interactions for large 
sections of applications or sites (or sometimes the entire thing). Some of these, including 
Picture Manager, Canvas Plus Palette, and Feature, Search, and Browse, are really clusters of 
other patterns that support each other in well-defined ways—they are “guilds” of smaller-
scale patterns. 

1.	 Feature, Search, and Browse

2.	 News Stream

3.	 Picture Manager

4.	 Dashboard

http://oreilly.com/catalog/9780596516253/
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5.	 Canvas Plus Palette

6.	 Wizard

7.	 Settings Editor

The last three patterns are more “meta,” in the sense that they can apply to the other 
patterns in the preceding list. For instance, almost any content, document, or list can be 
shown in more than one way, and the ability to switch among those Alternative Views can 
empower users. 

8.	 Alternative Views

Likewise, a user may want to instantiate the interface more than once, to maintain several 
trains of thought simultaneously—consider the tabs in a browser window, all showing dif-
ferent and unrelated websites. Offer the Many Workspaces pattern to these users.

9.	 Many Workspaces

Many patterns, here and elsewhere in the book, contribute in varying degrees to the learn-
ability of an interface. Multi-Level Help sets out ways to integrate help into the application, 
thus supporting learnability for a broad number of users and situations.

10.	 Multi-Level Help

Feature, Search, and Browse 

SearchFeature

Browse

Figure 2-1. EMS
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What

Put three elements on the main page of the site or app: a featured article or product, a 
search box, and a list of items or categories that can be browsed.

Use when   

Your site offers users long lists of items—articles, products, videos, and so on—that can be 
browsed and searched. You want to engage incoming users immediately by giving them 
something interesting to read or watch.

Why

These three elements are found together on many, many successful sites. Once you are 
attuned to them, you can find them just about everywhere.

Searching and browsing go hand in hand as two ways to find desired items: some people 
will know what they’re looking for and zero in on the search box, while others will do 
more open-ended browsing through the lists and categories you show them.

Featured items are how you “hook” the user. They’re far more interesting than just cat-
egory lists and search boxes, especially when you use appealing images and headlines. 
A user who lands on your page now has something to read or experiment with, without 
doing any additional work at all—and he may find it more interesting than whatever he 
originally came for.

How   

Place a search box in a prominent location, such as an upper corner, or in a banner across 
the middle top of the site. Demarcate it well from the rest of the site—use whitespace to 
set it off, and use a different surrounding background color if necessary.

Try to eliminate all other text fields above the fold (except the sign-in box, if you have 
one), to make sure users don’t confuse those with the search box. People looking for a 
search box tend to zero in on the first text field they come across. Make sure they find the 
right one!

Set aside Center Stage (see Chapter 4) for the featured article, product, or video. Very near 
it, and still above the fold, place an area for browsing the rest of the site’s content. Most 
sites show a list of topics or product categories. These might be links to pages devoted to 
those categories. Or they might change the current page’s content, replacing the feature 
with a list of items in that category; see the Two-Panel Selector pattern in Chapter 5.

If the category labels open in place to show subcategories, the list behaves like a tree. Some 
sites, such as Amazon, turn the category labels into menus: when the pointer rolls over the 
label, a menu of subcategories appears.
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Choose the features well. Features are a good way to sell items, advertise specials, and call 
attention to breaking news. However, they also define what your site is about. The items 
you choose to feature say a lot about the site’s values. Features that talk about altruistic or 
charitable efforts have a very different appeal from those that advertise specific products. 
As always, know your users. What will they want to know about? What will capture their 
attention and hold them at your site?

As the user browses through categories and subcategories, help him “stay found” with the 
Breadcrumbs pattern (Chapter 3).

Examples

This pattern applies well to websites such as news outlets (CNET, Figure 2-2), publish-
ers (Lulu), knowledge bases (About.com, Figure 2-3), and, of course, e-commerce sites 
(Amazon, Figure 2-4; and EMS, at the top of the pattern in Figure 2-1).

Figure 2-2. CNET
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Figure 2-3. About.com

Figure 2-4. Amazon
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News Stream 

Figure 2-5. Twitter

What

Show time-sensitive items in a reverse chronological list, with the latest items at the top. 
Update it dynamically, and combine the items from different sources or people into one 
single stream.

Use when   

Your site or app uses one or more communication channels, such as blogs, email, social 
site updates, or news sites, to deliver timely content to users.

This channel may be personal—a user “owns” it, like an email client or Facebook friends 
list—or public, such as a website or public Twitter stream. 

Why

People can keep up with a news stream easily, since the latest items reliably appear on top 
with no effort on the part of the user. They can check in often and be assured of seeing 
what they need to see. 
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People go to many sites or apps each day to keep up with their friends’ activities, engage 
in conversations, or follow topics or blogs of interest. When multiple “news” sources can 
be blended in one place, it’s easier to keep track of it all. 

This pattern supports the Microbreaks behavior pattern in Chapter 1. A glance at a News 
Stream application can give a user lots of useful information (or entertainment) with very 
little time or effort.

From the perspective of a publisher, such as a website, having a News Box (Chapter 9) 
or the equivalent on your main page lets visitors see what’s new and noteworthy at your 
organization. Large organizations in particular may have many initiatives going on that 
would interest visitors: new products, blog entries, videos, news articles, charity work, and 
other content.

How   

List incoming items in reverse chronological order. If the technology permits, “push” new 
items onto the top of the list without waiting for the user to request an update, but offer a 
way for the user to get an immediate update or refresh anyway.

Very busy streams can be split up into manageable substreams by topic, sender, source, 
search terms, or other factors—you could let the user choose which one(s) to show. 
Services such as Facebook, FriendFeed, Twitter, and some RSS readers show clickable 
lists of these substreams to the left or right of the incoming content (thus implementing 
the Two-Panel Selector pattern). Others, such as Tweetdeck, use Many Workspaces to show 
multiple parallel panels of incoming content.

Information shown with each item might include:

What
For short micro-updates, show the whole thing. Otherwise, show a title, a teaser that’s 
a few words or sentences long, and a thumbnail picture if one is available.

Who
This might be the person who wrote an update, the blog where an article was posted, 
the author of said article, or the sender of an email. Actual person names humanize 
the interface, but balance this against recognition and authoritativeness—the names 
of news outlets, blogs, companies, and so forth are important, too. Use both if that 
makes sense.

When
Give a date or timestamp; consider using relative times, such as “Yesterday” and 
“Eleven minutes ago.”

Where
If an item’s source is a website, link to that website. If it comes from one of your or-
ganization’s blogs, link to that. (But here’s another interpretation of “where”: can you 
get geolocation data about the item, and show it on a map?)
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When there’s more to an item than can be shown easily in the list display, show a “More” 
link or button. You might design a way to show the entire contents of an item within 
the News Stream window. The News Stream is a list, so you can choose among Two-Panel 
Selector, One-Window Drilldown, and List Inlay. Examples abound of each model.

Give the user ways to respond immediately to incoming items. Stars, thumbs-up, liking, 
and favoriting are available in some systems—these all provide low-effort feedback and 
“handshaking” among people who don’t have time to write out long replies. But allow 
those long replies to be written, too! By placing controls and text fields immediately next 
to an item in a News Stream, you encourage responsiveness and interaction. This is usually 
a good thing in social systems.

Sharing of items, either privately via email or semipublicly via a provided social service, is 
also common in these interfaces. See the Sharing Widget pattern in Chapter 9.

News Stream designs for mobile devices are fairly straightforward as of this writing. Almost 
all of them devote the full screen to a single list—often a Thumbnail-and-Text List (Chapter 
10) with richly formatted text—and users can drill down to an item by simply tapping or 
clicking it in the list.

Many News Stream services, including Twitter and Facebook, use the Infinite List pattern 
(see Chapter 10) for both their mobile and full-screen designs. This pattern lets users 
load a page or two of the most recent updates, and gives the option of loading more to go 
“backward in time.” 

Some resources use the term activity stream for a very closely related concept: the time-
ordered stream of actions (usually social actions) performed by a single entity such as an 
individual, system, or organization. This is a useful concept, and it doesn’t really conflict 
with the News Stream pattern, which talks about the stream of activities that are of interest 
to an individual or group of users, not generated by them. News Streams will usually have 
multiple diverse sources.

Examples

Digg (Figure 2-6) and Google News (Figure 2-7) are both public News Streams. Their 
purposes and designs are very different, but they share some of the features talked about 
in this pattern. Digg shows all incoming items in one large list; Google News splits them 
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into topics, within which the most recent news articles are shown first. (Drilling down 
into the topic shows a page with a single list.) Both show comparable item information: 
title, teaser, linked source, and a relative timestamp. They use human names: Digg shows 
the submitter’s name, while Google News shows the article author’s name. And on both 
sites, you can mark items of interest—with a “digg” in one, a star in the other—and share 
them via email. 

Figure 2-6. Digg
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Figure 2-7. Google News

The previous two examples show public News Streams; the next two show personal News 
Streams. 

Social networking services, news aggregators, and private communications (such as 
email) provide plenty of examples of personal News Streams. In Figures 2-8 and 2-9 we see 
Facebook and Google Reader, which is an RSS-based aggregator. They both use a single 
reverse chronological list of items, each of which shows a linked source, title and teaser 
(when appropriate), author name, and relative timestamp. Users can “like” items, share 
them, and follow links to read more.

But note the differences, too. Google Reader lets the user split a potentially huge com-
bined stream into substreams, based on source and topic; these are displayed in a select-
able tree list on the left, thus making the window a Two-Panel Selector. Facebook doesn’t 
give the user this option by default, as of this writing. Instead, it automatically (and un-
predictably) switches between a filtered “Top Stories” view, and a “Most Recent” view that 
shows everything. However, Facebook excels at the immediate response. Posting a short 
comment to a Facebook entry is almost as easy as thinking about it.
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Figure 2-8. Facebook

Figure 2-9. Google Reader



40  Chapter 2:  Organizing the Content: Information Architecture and Application Structure

Picture Manager 

Figure 2-10. Two views of iPhoto

What

Use thumbnails, item views, and a browsing interface to create a familiar structure for 
managing photos, videos, and other pictorial items.

Use when   

People use your software to work with lists or collections of pictorial things: photos, draw-
ings, video clips, and so on. The list might be in a web page, or in an application, or both. 
It might allow editing by the owner of the content, or it might simply show the content to 
the public for browsing, viewing, and comments.

Why

This is a distinct style of application that many people recognize. It is also a guild of patterns—
a set of patterns linked together and supporting each other in predictable ways. Once 
someone sees a Thumbnail Grid of images or videos in the right context, she knows what to 
expect: browse, click to view, set up slideshows or playlists, and so on.

Patterns and other components that often play parts in this guild include:

•	 Thumbnail Grid

•	 One-Window Drilldown

•	 Two-Panel Selector

•	 Pyramid

•	 Tabs and Collapsible Panels

•	 Button Groups

•	 Trees or outlines

•	 Keyboard Only

•	 Sharing Widget

•	 Search box

•	 Social comments and discussion
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How   

Set up two principal views: a Thumbnail Grid of the items in the list, and a large view of a 
single item. Users will go back and forth between these. Design a browsing interface and 
associate it with the Thumbnail Grid to let users explore a large collection easily.

The Thumbnail Grid
Use this pattern to show a sequence of items. Many Picture Managers show a small amount 
of metadata with each item, such as its filename or author, but do this with care, as it clut-
ters the interface. You might offer a control to adjust the size of the thumbnails. There may 
also be a way to sort the items by different criteria, such as date, label, or rating, or to filter 
it and show only the starred items (for instance).

When a user clicks on an item, show it immediately in the single-item view. Applications 
often let the user traverse the grid with the keyboard—for example, with the arrow keys 
and space bar. (See the Keyboard Only pattern in Chapter 1.)

If the user owns the items, offer ways to move, reorder, and delete items at this level in the 
interface. This implies having a multiple-selection interface, such as Shift-select, check-
boxes, or lassoing a group of items with the pointer. Cut, copy, and paste should also work 
in applications.

You can offer slideshow or playlist functionality to all users at the Thumbnail Grid level. 

The single-item view
Show a large view of the selected image (or a player, for a video). Display metadata—in-
formation about the item—next to it. This view can be next to the Thumbnail Grid if the 
window is large, or it might replace the area used by the grid. In practice, this means 
choosing between a Two-Panel Selector and a One-Window Drilldown. See Chapter 5 for 
these list-related patterns.

If the interface is a website or is otherwise web-connected, you might choose to offer 
social features at this level. Comments, liking or thumbs-up, and sharing might be here; 
see the Sharing Widget and other patterns in Chapter 9. Likewise, tagging or labeling can 
also be done here, either privately or publicly. An “other items you may like” feature is 
sometimes found in web-based public collections.

Editing features for individual items will live here, also. For instance, a photo manager 
might offer simple functionality such as cropping, color and brightness adjustment, and 
red-eye reduction. Metadata properties could be edited here, too. If a full editor is too 
complex to present here, give the user a way to launch a “real” editor. (Adobe Bridge, for 
example, lets the user launch Photoshop on a photo.) Use Button Groups to maintain a 
simple, comprehensible visual grouping of all these features.

Link the item to the previous and next items in the list by providing “previous” and “next” 
buttons, especially if you use One-Window Drilldown to display the single-item view (which 
also requires a “back” button). See the Pyramid navigational pattern in Chapter 3.
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The browsing interface
The contents of the Thumbnail Grid should be driven by a browsing interface that might be 
complex, simple, or nearly nonexistent, depending on the nature of the application. 

At minimum, most interfaces should offer a search box, either to search an individual 
user’s items or to search all public items (or both).

Private photo and video management interfaces—especially desktop apps such as Picasa 
and iPhoto—should let the user browse the filesystem for images stored in different di-
rectories. If users can group items into albums, sets, projects, or other types of collections, 
these should be available in a browsing interface, too. Most also permit favoriting or star-
ring of items.

Most apps and sites show the browsing interface above or to the left of the Thumbnail Grid. 
For highly interactive software, they relate to each other as a Two-Panel Selector: when the 
user selects a category or folder (or enters a search term), the contents immediately show 
up in the Thumbnail Grid next to the browsing interface.

Filters are sometimes found here. Adobe Bridge puts filters into its browsing interface; 
more than 10 properties can be used to slice through a large collection of items, including 
keywords, modification date, camera type, and ISO.

Websites that host public collections, such as YouTube and Flickr, sometimes use the en-
tire home page as a browsing interface. Sites such as these are faced with an interesting 
choice: when a signed-in user who “owns” content visits the home page, should she see 
her own personal collections, or the featured content that the rest of the public sees? Or 
both?

Examples

Picasa and Adobe Bridge, along with iPhoto (shown in Figure 2-10), are desktop applica-
tions for managing personal collections of images. Their browsing interfaces—all Two-
Panel Selectors—vary in complexity from iPhoto’s very simple design to Adobe Bridge’s 
numerous panels and filters. Picasa (Figure 2-11) and iPhoto use One-Window Drilldown to 
reach the single-item view, while Adobe Bridge (Figure 2-12) puts all three views together 
on one page.
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Figure 2-11. Two views of Picasa

Figure 2-12. Adobe Bridge, which contains all views in one complex window

Flickr’s design (Figure 2-13) has been mimicked by many other web-based image and 
video collections. Browsing images at Flickr is different from browsing in a private, desk-
top-based application—sets, pools, groups, and users’ public collections are the means 
by which one explores the Flickr universe. Social elements are critical to Flickr’s vitality, 
too. But you can still see a Thumbnail Grid, a single-item view reached via One-Window 
Drilldown, item details, and a Pyramid navigational pattern (previous, next, up).
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Figure 2-13. Flickr

Even video sites fit this pattern. When you view someone’s YouTube channel, you can 
choose to see either a Thumbnail Grid, or a list beside a video player (the default). (Both 
options are shown in Figure 2-14.) Clicking a thumbnail brings you to the page for that 
video, where detailed information and discussion are shown. Visitors can browse by look-
ing at playlists, the latest videos added, the most-viewed videos, and the top-rated videos; 
a search box is also provided, as it is everywhere.

Figure 2-14. The Sesame Street channel on YouTube

TED’s browsing interface is more complex (see Figure 2-15). Its home page offers a dy-
namically changeable infographic made up of thumbnails of different sizes. By toggling 
fields on and off, visitors can narrow down the field of videos and find the ones they want. 
Rolling over a thumbnail gives item details. Clicking on it brings you to a single-item 
view, which looks a lot like YouTube’s.
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Figure 2-15. TED

In other libraries

The Image Browser pattern at Welie.com describes some aspects of a Picture Manager:

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=image-browsing 

Dashboard 

Figure 2-16. Fitbit

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=image-browsing
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What

Arrange data displays into a single information-dense page, updated regularly. Show users 
relevant, actionable information, and let them customize the display as necessary.

Use when   

Your site or application deals with an incoming flow of information from something—
web server data, social chatter, news, airline flights, business intelligence information, 
or financials, for example. Your users would benefit from continuous monitoring of that 
information. 

Why

This is a familiar and recognizable page style. Dashboards have a long history, both online 
and in the physical world, and people have well-established expectations about how they 
work: they show useful information, they update themselves, they usually use graphics to 
display data, and so on.

A dashboard is also a guild of interlocking patterns and components. Many online dash-
boards use these in predictable ways:

•	 Titled Sections

•	 Tabs and Collapsible Panels

•	 Movable Panels

•	 One-Window Drilldown

•	 Lists and tables of various kinds (see 
Chapter 5)

•	 Row Striping

•	 Information graphics (see Chapter 7)

•	 Datatips

How   

Determine what information users need or want to see. This isn’t as simple as it sounds, 
because you need an editorial eye—you can’t just splatter the screen with confusing or 
unimportant data, or people won’t be able to pick out the parts that matter. Remove, or at 
least deemphasize, information that doesn’t help the user.

Use a good visual hierarchy (see Chapter 4) to arrange lists, tables, and information graph-
ics on the page. Try to keep the main information on one page, with little or no scrolling, 
so people can keep the window on-screen and see everything at a glance. Group related 
data into Titled Sections, and use tabs only when you’re confident that users won’t need to 
see the tab contents side by side.

Use One-Window Drilldown to let users see additional details about the data—they should 
be able to click on links or graphics to find out more. Datatips work well to show individual 
data points when the pointer rolls over an information graphic.



The Patterns  47 

Choose appropriate and well-designed information graphics for the data you need to 
show. Gauges, dials, pie charts, and 3D bar charts look nice, but they are rarely the best 
way to show comparative information at a glance—simple line and bar charts express data 
better, especially time-based data. When numbers and text are more relevant than graph-
ics, use lists and tables. Row Striping is a common pattern for multicolumn data tables.

People will try to get actionable information from the dashboard at a glance, without 
looking hard at every element on the page. So, when you show text, consider highlighting 
keywords and numbers so that they stand out from surrounding text.

Should your users be able to customize their dashboard displays? Many dashboards do 
offer customization, and your users may expect it. One way to customize a dashboard 
page is to rearrange the sections—iGoogle and My Yahoo! both offer Movable Panels to 
users, in addition to choosing which gadgets get shown.

Examples

My Yahoo! is a portal-style dashboard, showing weather, news, email, and other person-
alized information to a signed-in user (see Figure 2-17). This is the kind of window that 
someone would check frequently throughout the day or week. It can be rearranged via 
Movable Panels, and a user can decide which sections and widgets to show.

Figure 2-17. My Yahoo!
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Netvibes offers fully customizable dashboards that can be hooked up to a broad-based 
web search (see Figure 2-18). With this, someone can stay abreast of conversations, pic-
tures, and articles about a fast-moving topic. A tool tip shows the first few words of an 
article, which can help the user to decide whether to click through or not.

Figure 2-18. Netvibes

Google Analytics is more like the Fitbit example in Figure 2-16 at the top of the pattern—
it uses information graphics to show a visual snapshot of a system. In Figure 2-19, the 
system is a website, and the dashboard illustrates log data.
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Figure 2-19. Google Analytics

In other libraries

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Dashboard.aspx

http://patternry.com/p=information-dashboard/

Dashboard is one of the canonical RIA screen layouts described by Bill Scott and Theresa 
Neil. An article in UX Magazine explains these layouts:

http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design 

Finally, you may be interested in Stephen Few’s book, Information Dashboard 
Design: The Effective Visual Communication of Data (O’Reilly, http://oreilly.com/
catalog/9780596100162/).

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Dashboard.aspx
http://patternry.com/p=information-dashboard/
http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design
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Canvas Plus Palette 

Figure 2-20. Photoshop CS5

What

Place an iconic palette next to a blank canvas; the user clicks on the palette buttons to cre-
ate objects on the canvas. 

Use when   

You’re designing any kind of graphical editor. A typical use case involves creating new 
objects and arranging them on some virtual space.
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Why

This pair of panels—a palette with which to create things, and a canvas on which to put 
them—is so common that almost every user of desktop software has seen it. It’s a natural 
mapping from familiar physical objects to the virtual on-screen world. And the palette 
takes advantage of visual recognition: the most common icons (paintbrush, hand, mag-
nifying glass, etc.) are reused over and over again in different applications, with the same 
meaning each time.

How   

Present a large empty area to the user as a canvas. It might be in its own window, as in 
Photoshop (Figure 2-20), or embedded in a single page with other tools. The user just 
needs to see the canvas side by side with the palette. Place additional tools—property 
panels, color swatches, and so on—to the right or bottom of the canvas, in small palette-
like windows or panels. 

The palette itself should be a grid of iconic buttons. They can have text in them if the icons 
are too cryptic; some GUI-builder palettes list the names of GUI components alongside 
their icons, for instance. So does Visio, with its palettes of complex visual constructs tai-
lored for specific domains. But the presence of icons is necessary for users to recognize 
the palette for what it is.

Place the palette to the left or top of the canvas. It can be divided into subgroups, and you 
may want to use Module Tabs or Collapsible Panels to present those subgroups.

Most palette buttons should create the pictured object on the canvas. But many builders 
have successfully integrated other things, such as zoom mode and lassoing, into the pal-
ette. This started early; MacPaint mixed its modes into its palette (see Figure 2-24) and 
people have learned what the arrow, hand, and other icons do. 

The gestures used to create items on a palette vary from one application to another. Some 
use drag-and-drop only; some use a single click on the palette and a single click on the 
canvas; and some use One-off Modes, Spring-Loaded Modes (see the previous edition of 
this book for both of these patterns), and other carefully designed gestures. I have always 
found that usability testing in this area is particularly important, since users’ expectations 
vary greatly.

Examples

The Raven vector editor (Figure 2-21), by Aviary, and Sumo Paint (Figure 2-22) are two 
web-based graphic editors that follow this pattern faithfully.
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Figure 2-21. Raven

Figure 2-22. Sumo Paint
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Adobe Flash Builder places its palette of Flex UI components at the lower left, as shown in 
Figure 2-23. Next to the icons, the palette shows text labels that clarify exactly what kind 
of component will be created for each palette item. Users of this application are assumed 
to be skilled enough to know the approximate names of the components they need. (Also 
shown is a drag operation from the palette to the canvas.)

Figure 2-23. Flash Builder

Taking a trip back in time, let’s look at one of the interfaces that popularized this pattern: 
MacPaint (see Figure 2-24). The pattern hasn’t changed much since 1984—the basic ele-
ments are all there, in the same spatial configuration used by contemporary software such 
as Photoshop. Photoshop and other visual builders, in fact, still use many of MacPaint’s 
icons more than 20 years later. 
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Figure 2-24. MacPaint, circa 1984

In other libraries

Palette/Canvas is one of the canonical RIA screen layouts described by Bill Scott and 
Theresa Neil. An article in UX Magazine explains these layouts:

http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design 

Wizard 

Figure 2-25. The first two steps of the My Yahoo! setup Wizard

http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design
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What

Lead the user through the interface step by step to do tasks in a prescribed order.

Use when   

You are designing a UI for a task that is long or complicated, and that will usually be 
novel for users—not something that they do often or want much fine-grained control 
over (such as the installation of a software package). You’re reasonably certain that the 
designer of the UI will know more than the user does about how best to get the task done. 

Tasks that seem well suited for this approach tend to be either branched or very long and 
tedious—they consist of a series of user-made decisions that affect downstream choices. 

The catch is that the user must be willing to surrender control over what happens when. 
In many contexts, that works out fine, since making decisions is an unwelcome burden for 
people doing certain things: “Don’t make me think, just tell me what to do next.” Think 
about moving through an unfamiliar airport—it’s often easier to follow a series of signs 
than it is to figure out the airport’s overall structure. You don’t get to learn much about 
how the airport is designed, but you don’t care about that.

But in other contexts, it backfires. Expert users often find Wizards frustratingly rigid and 
limiting. This is particularly true for software that supports creative processes such as 
writing, art, or coding. It’s also true for users who actually do want to learn the software; 
Wizards don’t show users what their actions really do, or what application state gets changed 
as choices are made. That can be infuriating to some people. Know your users well!

Why

Divide and conquer. By splitting up the task into a sequence of chunks, each of which can 
be dealt with in a discrete “mental space” by the user, you effectively simplify the task. You 
have put together a preplanned road map through the task, thus sparing the user the effort 
of figuring out the task’s structure—all he needs to do is address each step in turn, trusting 
that if he follows the instructions, things will turn out OK.

But the very need for a Wizard indicates that a task may be too complicated. If you can sim-
plify a task to the point where a short form or a few button clicks can do the trick instead, 
that’s a better solution. (Keep in mind, too, that Wizards are considered a bit patronizing 
in some Asian cultures.)
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How

“Chunking” the task
Break up the operations constituting the task into a series of chunks, or groups of opera-
tions. You may need to present these groups in a strict sequence, or not; sometimes there 
is value in breaking up a task into steps 1, 2, 3, and 4 just for convenience. 

A thematic breakdown for an online purchase may include screens for product selection, 
payment information, a billing address, and a shipping address. The presentation order 
doesn’t much matter because later choices don’t depend on earlier choices. Putting related 
choices together just simplifies things for people filling out those forms.

You may decide to split up the task at decision points so that choices made by the user can 
change the downstream steps dynamically. In a software installation Wizard, for example, 
the user may choose to install optional packages that require yet more choices; if she 
chooses not to do a custom installation, those steps are skipped. Dynamic UIs are good at 
presenting branched tasks such as this, because the user never has to see anything that’s 
irrelevant to the choices she made. 

In either case, the hard part of designing this kind of UI is striking a balance between the 
sizes of the chunks and the number of them. It’s silly to have a 2-step Wizard, and a 15-step 
Wizard is tedious. On the other hand, each chunk shouldn’t be overwhelmingly large, or 
you’ve lost some benefits of this pattern. 

Physical structure
Wizards that present each step in a separate page, usually navigated with Back and Next 
buttons, are the most obvious and well-known implementation of this pattern. They’re 
not always the right choice, though, because now each step is an isolated UI space that 
shows no context—the user can’t see what went before or what comes next. But an advan-
tage of such Wizards is that they can devote each page to that step completely, including 
illustrations and explanations. 

If you do this, allow the user to move back and forth at will through the task sequence. 
Offer a way for the user to step backward, or to otherwise change her mind about an 
earlier choice. Additionally, many UIs show a selectable map or overview of all the steps, 
getting some of the benefits of a Two-Panel Selector. (In contrast to that pattern, a Wizards 
implies a prescribed order—even if it’s merely suggested—as opposed to completely ran-
dom access.) 

If you instead choose to keep all the steps on one page, you could use one of several pat-
terns from Chapter 4:

•	 Titled Sections, with prominent numbers in the titles. This is most useful for tasks that 
aren’t heavily branched, since all steps can be visible at once. 

•	 Responsive Enabling, in which all the steps are present on the page, but each one re-
mains disabled until the user has finished the previous step. 
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•	 Responsive Disclosure, in which you wait to show a step on the UI until the user fin-
ishes the previous one. Personally, I think this is the most elegant way to implement 
a short Wizard. It’s dynamic, compact, and easy to use.

Good Defaults (from Chapter 8) are useful no matter how you arrange the steps. If the user 
is willing to turn over control of the process to you, odds are good she’s also willing to let 
you pick reasonable defaults for choices she may not care much about, such as the location 
of a software installation. 

Examples

The My Yahoo! example in Figure 2-25 illustrates many good features of a contemporary 
Wizard. It uses a “lightbox” technique to focus attention on the modal dialogs; it lays out a 
clear Sequence Map (Chapter 3) of steps to show the user what will happen; it’s short, easy 
to use, and visually interesting; and it has a Cancel button in the upper right, as an Escape 
Hatch from the whole thing. 

Mint’s add-a-bank dialog (see Figure 2-26) doesn’t use a numbered sequence of steps, nor 
does it use a permanent Next button. But it still has the quintessential Wizard quality of 
leading the user through a relatively complex series of steps, one screen at a time. Also, 
the list of steps on the lefthand side (which can’t be clicked) gives the user an overview of 
what to expect.

Figure 2-26. Mint’s add-a-bank Wizard
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The Microsoft Office designers have done away with many of its Wizards, but a few remain—
and for good reason. Importing data into Excel is a potentially bewildering task. The 
Import Wizard (see Figure 2-27) is an old-school, traditional application Wizard with 
Back/Next buttons, branching, and no sequence map. But it works. Each screen lets you 
focus on the step at hand, without worrying about what comes next.

Figure 2-27. Excel data import Wizard

In other libraries

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/Wizard 

http://www.welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=wizard

http://patternry.com/p=one-page-wizard/ 

http://patternry.com/p=multiple-page-wizard/

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Wizard.aspx

Wizard is one of the canonical RIA screen layouts described by Bill Scott and Theresa 
Neil. An article in UX Magazine explains these layouts:

http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design 

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/Wizard
http://www.welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=wizard
http://patternry.com/p=one-page-wizard/
http://patternry.com/p=multiple-page-wizard/
http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Wizard.aspx
http://www.uxmag.com/design/rich-internet-application-screen-design
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Settings Editor 

Figure 2-28. Mac OS system preferences

What

Provide an easy-to-find, self-contained page or window where users can change settings, 
preferences, or properties. Divide the content into separate tabs or pages, if you need to 
manage large numbers of settings.

Use when   

You are designing any of the following applications or tools, or something similar:

•	 An application that has app-wide preferences.

•	 An operating system, mobile device, or platform that has system-wide preferences.

•	 A site or app for which a user must sign in—users will need to edit their accounts 
and profiles.

•	 An open-ended tool to create documents or other complex work products. Users may 
need to change a document’s properties, an object within a document, or another item.

•	 A product configurator, which allows people to customize a product online. (This 
is really a different pattern, however, with slightly different requirements and con-
straints. See the Product Configurator pattern at http://www.welie.com/patterns/
showPattern.php?patternID=product-configurator.)

Why

Though both use forms, a Settings Editor is distinct from a Wizard, and it has very par-
ticular requirements. A user must be able to find and edit a desired property without 
being forced to walk through a prescribed sequence of steps—random access is important. 
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To aid findability, the properties should be grouped into categories that are well labeled 
and make immediate sense.

Another important aspect of Settings Editor design is that people will use it for viewing 
existing settings, not just changing them. The design needs to communicate the values of 
those settings at a glance.

Experienced users have strong expectations for preference editors, account settings, and 
user profiles being in familiar places and behaving in familiar ways. Break these expecta-
tions at your own peril!

How   

First, make it findable. Most platforms, both mobile and desktop, have a standard place 
to find application-wide preferences—follow the conventions, and don’t try to be overly 
clever. Likewise, websites where people sign in usually put links to account settings and 
profiles where the username is shown, often in the upper-right or -left corner.

Second, group the properties into pages, and give those pages names that make it easy 
to guess what’s on them. (Sometimes all the properties or settings fit on one page, but 
not often.) Card-sorting exercises with representative users can help you figure out the 
categories and their names. An outrageously large number of properties may require a 
three- or four-level hierarchy of groups, but be careful that users don’t get frustrated at 
having to click 53 times to reach commonly needed properties.

Third, decide how to present these pages. Tabs, Two-Panel Selector, and One-Window 
Drilldown (Chapter 5) with an extensive page “menu” on the top page seem to be the most 
common layouts for Settings Editors. 

The design of the forms themselves deserves an entire chapter. See Chapter 8 for patterns 
and techniques used in forms.

Finally, should you immediately apply changes that the user makes, or offer Save and 
Cancel buttons? That may depend on the type of settings you’re working with. Platform-
wide settings seem to be applied immediately when changed; settings on websites mostly 
use Save buttons; and application settings and preferences can go either way. It may not be 
a huge usability issue in any case. Follow an established convention if there is one, or see 
what the underlying technology requires; test it with users if you still have open questions.

Examples

Windows 7 offers the “outrageously large number of properties” that require a deep hier-
archy of pages. The screenshots in Figure 2-29 illustrate the journey from the top of the 
Settings Editor down to the page that lets you change the desktop theme. (There’s one more 
level, too—if you want to change the desktop icons or some other obscure thing, you need 
to launch a dialog from a link on the last screen.)
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The designers mitigated some of the problems with a deep hierarchy, however. For instance, 
they put a list of shortcuts on the top-level page; these are probably the items users look for 
most often. They put a search box on the top and clickable Breadcrumbs beside it. And by put-
ting lists of items on the top two levels, they show users which items fall into which categories. 

Figure 2-29. Windows 7 settings editor



62  Chapter 2:  Organizing the Content: Information Architecture and Application Structure

Yahoo! (Figure 2-30) and Facebook (Figure 2-31) both use tabs to present the pages of 
their profile editors. The Yahoo! example is actually two-level; see the tabs across the top.

Figure 2-30. Yahoo! profile settings

Figure 2-31. Facebook profile settings
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Amazon has one single link for all account-related information: “Your Account” (see 
Figure 2-32). This Menu Page (Chapter 3) lists account settings alongside order informa-
tion, credit card management, digital content, and even community and wish-list activ-
ity. The clean, tight page organization is terrific—if I have any questions about what’s 
going on with my relationship to Amazon, I know I can find it somewhere on this page. 
(Contrast this to Facebook, which habitually obscures certain profile information behind 
complicated design.)

Figure 2-32. Amazon account settings
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Alternative Views 

Figure 2-33. Google Maps

What

Let the user choose among alternative views that are substantially different from the de-
fault view.

Use when   

You’re building something that views or edits a complex document, list, website, map, or 
other content. Maybe you already provide some customizability—font size, language, sort 
order, zoom level, and so forth—but those lightweight changes don’t go far enough to ac-
commodate all the things people typically do with it.

You may face design requirements that directly conflict with each other. You can’t find a 
way to show both feature set A and feature set B at the same time, so you need to design 
both separately and let the user choose between them.

Why

Try as you might, you can’t always accommodate all possible usage scenarios in a single 
design. For instance, printing is typically problematic for websites because the informa-
tion display requirements differ—navigation and interactive gizmos should be removed, 
for instance, and the remaining content reformatted to fit the printer paper. 

There are several other reasons for Alternative Views:

•	 Users have preferences with regard to speed, visual style, and other factors.

•	 A user might need to temporarily view data through a different “lens” or perspec-
tive in order to gain insight into a problem. Consider a map user switching between 
views of street information and topographic information (see Figure 2-33 at the top 
of the pattern). 
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•	 If a user is editing a slideshow or website, for instance, he may do most of his editing 
while using a “structural” view of the document, containing editing handles, markers 
for invisible content, layout guides, private notes, and so on. But sometimes he will 
want to see the work as an end user would see it.

How   

Choose a few usage scenarios that cannot easily be served by the application’s or site’s nor-
mal mode of operation. Design specialized views for those scenarios, and present them as 
alternatives within the same window or screen.

In these alternative views, some information might be added and some might be taken 
away, but the core content should remain more or less the same. A common way to switch 
views is to change the rendering of a list; file finders in both Windows and Mac OS let 
users switch from lists to Thumbnail Grids to Tree Tables to Cascading Lists to Carousels, for 
instance.

If you need to strip down the interface—for use by a printer or screen reader, for instance—
consider removing secondary content, shrinking or eliminating images, and cutting out 
all navigation but the most basic. 

Put a “switch” for the mode somewhere on the main interface. It doesn’t have to be promi-
nent; PowerPoint and Word used to put their mode buttons in the lower-left corner, which 
is an easily overlooked spot on any interface. Most applications represent the alternative 
views with iconic buttons. Make sure it’s easy to switch back to the default view, too. As 
the user switches back and forth, preserve all of the application’s current state—selections, 
the user’s location in the document, uncommitted changes, undo/redo operations, and so 
on—because losing them will surprise the user.

Applications that “remember” their users often retain the user’s alternative-view choice 
from one use to the next. In other words, if a user decides to switch to an alternative view, 
the application will just use that view by default next time. Websites can do this by using 
cookies; desktop applications can keep track of preferences per user; an app on a mobile 
device can simply remember what view it used the last time it was invoked. Web pages 
may have the option of implementing Alternative Views as alternative CSS pages. This is 
how some sites switch between ordinary pages and print-only pages, for example.

Examples

In Figures 2-34 and 2-35, two graphic editors, Microsoft PowerPoint and Adobe Illustrator, 
show different views of a work product. In the slideshow, the user normally edits one slide 
at a time, along with its notes, but sometimes the user needs to see all the slides laid out 
on a virtual table. (Not shown is a third view, in which PowerPoint takes over the screen 
and actually plays the slideshow.) In the website example, Illustrator shows an “outline” 
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view of the graphic objects in the document—most useful if you have a lot of complex and 
layered objects—and the normal, fully rendered view of the artwork. The outline view 
speeds up work considerably.

Figure 2-34. PowerPoint alternative views

Figure 2-35. Illustrator alternative views

News sites and blogs often show lots of “extras” in the margins around an article, many of 
which are animated or interactive. But some sites considerately provide a print view—a 
version of the article that has none of that extra stuff. The formatting is simple, and the 
branding is minimal. The example in Figure 2-36 is from CNN.
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Figure 2-36. CNN web and print views of an article

In other libraries

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Alternative%20Views.aspx 

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Alternative Views.aspx
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Many Workspaces 

Figure 2-37. Firefox windows and tabs

What

Use multiple top-level tabs, tab groups, and windows so that users can view more than 
one page, project, file, or context at a time. Let users place these workspaces side by side 
if possible.

Use when   

You’re building an application that views or edits any type of content—websites, docu-
ments, images, or entire projects that include many files.

Designers of conventional websites don’t generally need to think about this. All the com-
mon browsers supply perfectly good implementations of this pattern, using tabs and 
browser windows (as shown in Figure 2-37 at the top of the pattern). 

Applications whose central organizing structure is a personal News Stream may not need 
Many Workspaces, either. Email clients, personal Facebook pages, and so forth only show 
the one News Stream that matters to the user; multiple windows don’t add much value. 
That being said, email clients often let a user launch multiple email messages in different 
windows. Some Twitter applications can show several filtered streams side by side—they 
might show a search-based feed, then a feed from a custom list, then a feed of popular 
retweets, for instance. (See the TweetDeck example in Figure 2-38.)

Why

People multitask. They go off on tangents, abandon trains of thought, stop working on 
task A to switch to task B, and eventually come back to something they left hanging. One 
way or the other, they will multitask, so you might as well support it directly with a well-
designed interface for doing so.
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Side-by-side comparisons between two or more items can help people learn and gain 
insight. Let users pull up pages or documents next to each other without having to labori-
ously switch context from one to another.

This pattern directly supports some Chapter 1 patterns, such as Prospective Memory (a 
user may leave a window open as a self-reminder to finish something) and Safe Exploration 
(because there’s no cost in opening up an additional workspace while leaving the original 
one where it is). 

How   

Choose one or more ways to show multiple workspaces. Many well-known applications 
use the following:

•	 Tabs

•	 Separate operating-system windows

•	 Columns or panels within a window

•	 Split windows, with the ability to adjust the splitters interactively

If you deal with fairly simple content in each workspace—such as text files, lists, or News 
Streams—split windows or panels work fine. More complex content might warrant entire 
tab pages or windows of their own so that a user can see a larger area at once.

The most complicated cases that I’ve seen involve development environments for entire 
coding projects. When a project is open, a user might be looking at several code files, 
stylesheets, command windows (where compilers and other tools get run), output or log-
files, or even visual editors. This means that many, many windows or panels can be open 
at once.

(And then, perhaps, the user might temporarily switch to another project, with another 
set of open files and editors! Some development environments can support that.) 

When users close some web browsers, such as Chrome, the set of workspaces (all open 
web pages, in tabs and windows) gets automatically saved for later use. Then when the 
user restarts the browser, her entire set of previously opened web pages is restored, almost 
as she left it. This is especially nice when the browser or machine has crashed. Consider 
designing in this feature, as it would be a kindness to your users.

Examples

TweetDeck is a News Stream–type application that can show many streams at once: filtered 
Twitter feeds, non-Twitter sources, and so on. The example in Figure 2-38 shows several 
typical TweetDeck columns. This maintains the spirit of a News Stream by keeping all 
the updates visible at once; had these columns been in different tabs or windows, a user 
wouldn’t be able to see all the updates as they happen.
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Figure 2-38. TweetDeck

On tiny mobile screens, you don’t have room to show anything side by side. Safari on the 
iPhone has solved this problem by letting the user open up to eight websites at a time, then 
using a Carousel to shuffle between them (see Figure 2-39). A user swipes to the right and 
left to reach the other windows.

Figure 2-39. Safari’s browser windows on the iPhone
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Multi-Level Help

Traditional
help menu

Input
prompt

Content-specific
help

Online
resources

Tooltips Help queries

Figure 2-40. Many types of help in Excel

What

Use a mixture of lightweight and heavyweight help techniques to support users with vary-
ing needs.

Use when

You’re designing a complex application. Some users may need a full-fledged help system, 
but you know most users won’t take the time to use it. You want to support the impatient 
or occasional user too, to the extent you can. In particular, you might need to tailor your 
design for intermediate-to-expert users—but how will you help beginners become experts?

Why  

Users of almost any software artifact need varying levels of support for the tasks they’re 
trying to accomplish. Someone approaching it for the first time ever (or the first time in 
a while) needs different support than someone who uses it frequently. Even among first-
time users, enormous differences exist in commitment level and learning styles. Some 
people want to read a tutorial, some won’t; most find tool tips helpful, but a few find them 
irritating. 
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Help texts that are provided on many levels at once—even when they don’t look like tra-
ditional “help systems”—reach everyone who needs them. Many good help techniques 
put the help texts within easy reach, but not directly in the user’s face all the time, so users 
don’t get irritated. However, the techniques need to be familiar to your users. If they don’t 
notice or open a Collapsible Panel, for instance, they’ll never see what’s inside it.

How  

Create help on several levels, including some (but not necessarily all) of the help types in 
the following list. Think of it as a continuum: each requires more effort from the user than 
the previous one, but can supply more detailed and nuanced information.

•	 Captions and instructions directly on the page, including patterns such as Input Hints 
and Input Prompt (both found in Chapter 8). Be careful not to go overboard with 
them. If done with brevity, frequent users won’t mind them, but don’t use entire para-
graphs of text—few users will read them. 

•	 Tool tips. Use them to show very brief, one- or two-line descriptions of interface 
features that aren’t self-evident. For icon-only features, tool tips are critical; users can 
take even nonsensical icons in stride if a rollover says what the icon does! (Not that I’d 
recommend poor icon design, of course.) Tool tips’ disadvantages are that they hide 
whatever’s under them and that some users don’t like them popping up all the time. 
A short time delay for the mouse hover—for example, one or two seconds—removes 
the irritation factor for most people.

•	 Hover Tools (Chapter 6). These can display slightly longer descriptions, shown dy-
namically as the user selects or rolls over certain interface elements. Set aside areas 
on the page itself for this, rather than using a tiny tool tip.

•	 Longer help texts contained inside Collapsible Panels (see Chapter 4).

•	 Introductory material, such as static introductory screens, guided tours, and videos. 
When a new user starts the application or service for the first time, these materials 
can immediately orient him toward his first steps (see the Instant Gratification pattern 
in Chapter 1). Users might also be interested in links to help resources. Offer a toggle 
switch to turn off the introduction—users will eventually stop finding it useful—and 
offer a way back to it elsewhere in the interface, in case a user wants to go back and 
read it later.

•	 Help shown in a separate window, often in HTML via browsers, but sometimes 
in WinHelp or Mac Help. The help resource is often an online manual—an entire 
book—reached via menu items on a Help menu, or from Help buttons on dialog 
boxes and HTML pages. 

•	 “Live” technical support, usually via email, the Web, Twitter, or telephone. 
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•	 Informal community support. This applies only to the most heavily used and in-
vested software—the likes of Photoshop, Linux, Mac OS X, or MATLAB—but users 
may consider it a highly valuable resource. Use social networking resources for these, 
or more traditional online forums.

Examples

Firefox is “merely” a web browser, and a free one at that, but its help systems are stellar. 
Help is offered at most of the levels described in the preceding list, so both beginners and 
experts are well supported. All of the following examples come from Firefox so that you 
can see the range of help that can be offered for one product.

When you visit Firefox’s site in order to download the browser, you are greeted by an out-
line of the install process and a very clear call to action, as shown in Figure 2-41.

Figure 2-41. Firefox download page

When you launch it for the first time, you see an introductory screen that may intrigue 
the user: easy ways to customize the Firefox look, connections to social media, and links 
to help resources (see Figure 2-42). The page also confirms for the user that the install 
was successful; if the user needs to do anything more, such as get security updates, the 
introductory page will say so.
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Figure 2-42. Firefox startup page

Each tool on the browser window has a tool tip (see Figure 2-43). The basic buttons—
back, next, reload, home—will be familiar to almost all users, but the more obscure items 
may need to be explained.

Figure 2-43. Firefox tool tips

The main text fields use Input Prompts to describe themselves (see Figure 2-44). This is a 
more appropriate choice than Input Hints (which would be displayed beside the text fields) 
because it keeps the window clean and uncluttered. Furthermore, not much knowledge 
is lost when a user starts typing into the text field, erasing the prompt. See the pattern 
descriptions for Input Hints and Input Prompt in Chapter 8.
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Figure 2-44. Firefox input prompts

Some dialogs attempt to describe themselves, as shown in Figure 2-45.

Figure 2-45. Firefox toolbars dialog

Other dialogs offer links to the formal help system; an appropriate help page is displayed 
in a browser window when the user clicks the round purple button in the lower-left cor-
ner (see Figures 2-46 and 2-47).

Figure 2-46. Firefox preferences dialog
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Figure 2-47. Firefox preferences dialog help page

Finally, if all other sources of help are exhausted, a user can turn to the wider user com-
munity for advice. We’ve now moved beyond the realm of software design per se, but this 
is still product design—the user experience extends beyond the bits installed on users’ 
computers. It includes the interactions they have with the organization, its employees or 
other representatives, and its website (see Figure 2-48).

Community building like this happens only for products in which users become deeply 
invested, perhaps because they use the product every day at work or at home—as is the 
case with Firefox—or because they have some emotional attachment to it. 

Figure 2-48. Firefox support forums



Chapter 3

Getting Around: 
Navigation, Signposts, and Wayfinding 

The patterns in this chapter deal with the problem of navigation. How do users know 
where they are now, where to go next, and how to get there from here?

I call navigation a “problem” because navigating around a website or application is like 
commuting. You have to do it to get where you need to go, but it’s dull, it’s sometimes 
infuriating, and the time and energy you spend on it just seems wasted. Couldn’t you be 
doing something better with your time, such as playing a game or getting some actual 
work done?

The best kind of commuting is none at all. Having everything you need right at your fin-
gertips without having to travel somewhere is pretty convenient. Likewise, keeping most 
tools “within reach” on an interface is handy, especially for intermediate-to-expert users 
(i.e., people who have already learned where everything is). Sometimes you do need to 
put lesser-used tools on separate screens, where they don’t clutter things up; sometimes 
you need to group content onto different pages so that the interface makes sense. All this 
is fine, as long as the “distances” that a user must travel remain short.

So, less is better. Let’s talk terminology for a minute and come back to this concept.

Staying Found
Let’s say you’ve built a large website or application that you’ve had to break up into sec-
tions, subsections, specialized tools, pages, windows, wizards, and so forth. How do you 
help users navigate?

Signposts are features that help users figure out their immediate surroundings. Common 
signposts include page and window titles, web page logos and other branding devices, 
tabs, and selection indicators. Patterns and techniques such as good global and local navi-
gation links, Sequence Map, Breadcrumbs, and Annotated Scrollbar—all described in this 
chapter—tell users where they currently are, and often where they can go with only one 
more jump. They help a user to stay “found” and to plan his next steps.
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Wayfinding is what people do as they find their way toward their goal. The term is pretty 
self-explanatory. But how people actually do it is quite a research subject—specialists 
from cognitive science, environmental design, and website design have studied it. These 
common-sense features help users with wayfinding:

Good signage
Clear, unambiguous labels anticipate what you’re looking for and tell you where to 
go; signs are where you expect them to be, and you’re never left standing at a decision 
point without guidance. You can check this by walking through the artifact you’re 
designing and following the paths of all the major use cases. Make sure that each 
point where a user must decide where to go next is signed or labeled appropriately. 
Use strong “calls to action” on the first pages that a user sees.

Environmental clues
You’d look for restrooms in the back of a restaurant, for instance, or a gate where a 
walkway intersects a fence. Likewise, you would look for an “X” close button at the 
top right of a modal dialog and logos in the upper-left corner of a web page. Keep 
in mind that these clues are often culturally determined, and someone new to the 
culture (e.g., someone who’s never used a given operating system before) will not be 
aware of them.

Maps
Sometimes people go from sign to sign or link to link without ever really knowing 
where they’re going in a larger frame of reference. (If you’ve ever found your way 
through a strange airport, that’s probably what you did.) But some people might pre-
fer to have a mental picture of the whole space, especially if they’re there often. Also, 
in badly signed or densely built spaces, such as urban neighborhoods, maps may be 
the only navigational aids people have.

In this chapter, the Clear Entry Points pattern is an example of careful signage combined 
with environmental clues—the links should be designed to stand out on the page. A 
Sequence Map, obviously, is a map; you can use Overview Plus Detail (Chapter 7) to show 
maps for virtual spaces, too. Modal Panel sort of qualifies as an environmental clue, since 
the ways out of a modal panel take you right back to where you just were.

I’ve compared virtual spaces to physical ones here. But virtual spaces have the unique abil-
ity to provide a navigational trump card, one that physical spaces can’t (yet) provide: the 
Escape Hatch. Wherever you are, click on that link, and you’re back to a familiar page. It’s 
like carrying a wormhole with you. Or a pair of ruby slippers.

The Cost of Navigation
When you walk into an unfamiliar room, you look around. In a fraction of a second, you 
take in the shape of the room, the furnishings, the light, the ways out, and other clues; very 
quickly, you make some assumptions about what this room is and how it relates to why 
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you walked in. Then you need to do what you came in to do. Where? How? You might be 
able to answer immediately—or not. Or maybe you’re just distracted by other interesting 
things in the room. 

Similarly, bringing up a web page or opening a window incurs a cognitive cost. Again, you 
need to figure out this new space: you take in its shape, its layout, its contents, its exits, and 
how to do what you came to do. All of this takes energy and time. The “context switch” 
forces you to refocus your attention and adjust to your new surroundings.

Even if you’re already familiar with the window (or room) you just went into, it still incurs 
a cost. Not a large cost, but it adds up—especially when you figure in the actual time it 
takes to display a window or load a page.

This is true whether you’re dealing with web pages, application windows, dialog boxes, or 
device screens. The decisions that users make about where to go are similar—labels still 
need to be read or icons decoded, and the users will still make leaps of faith by clicking on 
links or buttons they’re not sure about.

Furthermore, loading time affects people’s decisions. If a user clicks through to a page that 
takes too long to load—or fails to load altogether—he may be discouraged, and may just 
close the page before he finds what he came for. (So, how many viewers is that sidebar 
video player costing you?) Also, if a site’s pages take a chronically long time to load, users 
will be less likely to explore that site.

There’s a reason that companies like Google work very hard to keep page loads as fast as 
possible: latency costs viewers. 

Keep Distances Short
Knowing that there’s a cost associated with jumping from page to page, you can under-
stand now why it’s important to keep the number of those jumps down. When a common 
task requires many page jumps, try to reduce it to one or two.

But the real efficiency gains come from the structure of the application. One of the nasti-
est things a designer can do is force a user to go into multiple levels of subpages, dialogs, 
and so forth every time he needs to accomplish a simple and everyday task. (Worse is to 
lead him there, tell him he can’t accomplish it because of some missing precondition, and 
send him back to square one.)

Can you design your application so that the most common 80% of use cases can be done 
in one page, without any context switches? (Or perhaps only one?)

This is hard to do with some kinds of applications. Is a certain tool too big to put on your 
main page? Try shrinking it: eliminate controls, shorten labels, turn words into pictures, 
or use specialized form controls that save space. Is it too distracting when combined with 
everything else on the main page? Again, try shrinking it, isolating it with whitespace, or 
putting it in an out-of-the-way spot. Can you use progressive disclosure to gradually show 
more content on the same page? Can you use Module Tabs or an Accordion to hide some 
content by default?
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Sometimes it’s appropriate to bury functionality inside pages that take more than one 
jump to get to, such as that extra 20% of tasks left over from the 80% you made easily 
available. It could also be that on your application, simplicity of presentation is more im-
portant than saving one or two jumps. You could put little-used functionality behind an 
extra “door” (also using the 80/20 rule). As always, experiment with different designs, and 
usability-test them if you have any doubts.

Navigational Models
What is the navigational model for your site or app? In other words, how do the different 
screens (or pages, or spaces) link to each other, and how do users move between them?

First, some more terminology.

Global navigation is what’s found on every main screen. It usually takes the form of 
menus, tabs, and/or sidebars, and this is how users move around the formal navigational 
structure of the site. (In an earlier version of this book, global navigation was defined as a 
pattern. But by now, it’s so common and well understood that it really doesn’t need to be 
called out as such anymore.)

Utility navigation, also found on every main screen, contains links and tools related to 
noncontent aspects of the site or application: sign-in, help, print, Settings Editors (see 
Chapter 2), language tools, and so on.

Associative and inline navigation embed links in or near the actual content. As the user 
reads or interacts with the site, these links present options that might be immediately 
relevant to the user. They tie content together thematically. 

Now let’s look at a few models found in typical sites and apps: 

Hub and spoke
Most often found on mobile devices, this architecture (Figure 3-1) lists all the major 
parts of the site or app on the home screen, or “hub.” The user clicks or taps through 
to them, does what she needs to do, and comes back to the hub to go somewhere else. 
The “spoke” screens focus tightly on their jobs, making careful use of space—they 
may not have room to list all the other major screens. The iPhone home screen is a 
good example; the Menu Page pattern found on some websites is another.

Figure 3-1. Hub and spoke
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Fully connected
Many websites follow this model. There’s a home page or screen, but it and every 
other page link to all the others—they each have a global navigation feature, such as 
a top menu. The global navigation may be a single level (as shown in Figure 3-2, with 
only five pages), or it might be deep and complex, with multiple levels and deeply 
buried content. As long as the user can reach any page from any other with a single 
jump, it’s fully connected.

Figure 3-2. Fully connected

Multi-level
This is also common among websites (see Figure 3-3). The main pages are fully con-
nected with each other, but the subpages are only connected among themselves (and 
usually to the other main pages, via global navigation). You’ve seen this on sites that 
have subpages listed only in sidebars or subtabs—users see these on menus that only 
show up after they’ve clicked the link for the main page or category. It takes two or 
more jumps to get from one arbitrary subpage to another. Using drop-down menus, 
the Fat Menus pattern, or the Sitemap Footer pattern with a multi-level site converts it 
to a fully connected one, which is preferable.

Figure 3-3. Multi-level
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Stepwise
Slideshows, process flows, and Wizards (see Chapter 2) lead the user step by step 
through the screens in a prescribed sequence (see Figure 3-4). Back/Next links are 
prominent on the page. 

Figure 3-4. Stepwise

Pyramid
A variant on the stepwise model, a pyramid uses a hub page or menu page to list an 
entire sequence of items or subpages in one place (see Figure 3-5). The user picks out 
any item, jumps to it, and then has the option to use Back/Next links to step through 
other items in order. He can go back to the hub page anytime. See the Pyramid pattern 
in this chapter for more.

Figure 3-5. Pyramid

Pan-and-zoom
Some artifacts are best represented as single large spaces, not many small ones. Maps, 
large images, large text documents, information graphics, and representations of time-
based media (such as sound and video) fall into this category. Chapter 7 discusses 
these in more detail. Panning and zooming are still navigation—so offer controls for 
panning (moving horizontally or vertically), zooming in and out, and resetting to a 
known position and state. Figure 3-6 shows an example of pan-and-zoom.

Figure 3-6. Pan-and-zoom
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Flat navigation
Some types of applications need little or no navigation at all. Consider Canvas Plus 
Palette applications such as Photoshop, or other complex apps such as Excel—these 
offer tons of tools and functions that are easily reached via menus, toolbars, and pal-
ettes. Tools that don’t act immediately upon the work may be accessible via Modal 
Panels or step-by-step progressions. These types of applications seem to be qualita-
tively different from the other navigation styles listed here: the user always knows 
where he is, but he may not easily find the tools he needs because of the sheer number 
of features available at one time.

Modal panel
This brings a user to a screen with no navigation options other than acknowledging its 
message, completing its form, or clicking the panel away (Figure 3-7). Modal panels often 
show up layered on top of a full screen or page, and are used for small, focused tasks that 
require the user’s full attention. See the Modal Panel pattern for more discussion. 

Figure 3-7. Modal panel

Clear entry points
How does a user know where to start in a complex site or app? The Clear Entry Points 
pattern shows him where to go first (see Figure 3-8). For first-time and infrequent 
users, it removes some of the burden of learning the site.

A

B

Figure 3-8. Clear entry points
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Bookmarks
Bookmarks (Figure 3-9), permalinks, deep links, and Deep-linked State are all ways 
for a user to conveniently navigate to a point of his choice, anytime he wants, even 
if it’s deep inside a navigational structure. These give him a way to avoid traversing 
many links to get to a desired page or state. 

http://

Figure 3-9. Bookmarks

Escape hatch
When a user is hopelessly entangled in an app, reaches an error state, or gets deep-
linked into a page that he has no context for understanding, he needs an escape hatch 
(Figure 3-10), a well-labeled link to get back to a known place. See the Escape Hatch 
pattern. 

Figure 3-10. Escape hatch

There are three things to notice about these navigational models. The first is that they’re 
mix-and-match—an app or site might combine several of these, especially Modal Panel, 
Clear Entry Points, bookmarks, and Escape Hatch, which are very local and don’t affect the 
site-wide navigation strategy.

The second thing is that some of these mechanisms actually restrict a user’s navigation 
options. Most of the time, open access and short jumps are good things. But when a user 
is in the middle of a full-screen slideshow, she doesn’t want to see a complicated global 
navigation menu! She would rather just focus on the slideshow itself, so Back/Next con-
trols and an Escape Hatch are all that’s necessary. The presence of full navigation options is 
not without cost: it takes up space, clutters the screen, incurs cognitive load, and signals 
to the user that leaving the page doesn’t matter.
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Third, all these mechanisms and patterns can be rendered on-screen in different ways. A 
complex site or app might use tabs, or menus, or a sidebar tree view to show the global navi-
gation on each page—that’s something you don’t need to decide until you start laying out the 
page. Likewise, a modal panel might be done with a lightbox or an actual modal dialog—but 
you can postpone that until you know what needs to be modal and what doesn’t.

Visual design can come later in the design progression, after the information architecture 
and navigational models.

Design Conventions for Websites
It’s a fine thing to separate the navigational model from its visual design. Doing so can 
help you think more flexibly and deliberately about how to design the pages themselves. 
But websites have certain conventions regarding visual placement of navigational fea-
tures, and it’s probably unwise to ignore them.

Global navigation is almost always shown at the top or left of a web page, sometimes both. 
Rarely, it can be found on the right—this placement can cause problems with page size 
and horizontal scrolling, unless the designer uses a Liquid Layout (see Chapter 4).

Two relatively new approaches to global navigation are found in the Fat Menus and Sitemap 
Footer patterns. In these, the whole structure of a hierarchical site is laid out for the user to 
see, at the cost of screen space in the header or footer. As explained earlier, these patterns 
turn a multi-level navigational model into a fully connected one.

When a site’s visitors are typically signed-in members, that site may offer a set of utility 
navigation links in its upper-right corner. Users tend to look there for tools related to their 
presence on the site: account settings, user profile, logout, help, and so on. See the Sign-in 
Tools pattern for more.

A common form of associative navigation—when links are embedded in or near the con-
tent itself, linking items together thematically—is a “Related Articles” section or panel. 
News sites and blogs use this a lot: when a user reads an article, a sidebar or footer shows 
other articles that talk about similar topics or are written by the same author. 

Tags, both user-defined and system-defined, can help support associative navigation and re-
lated articles or links. Tag clouds support topical findability on some sites, especially where 
the number of articles is very large and the topics fine-grained. (On smaller sites and blogs, 
they don’t work as well.) A more common navigational technique is to list an article’s tags at 
the end; each tag is a link leading to a whole set of articles that share that tag.

When a site takes advantage of social media, even more navigation options come into 
play. The front of a site may have a News Box, which links users to the items posted most 
recently. Content Leaderboards show the most frequently shared or commented pieces, 
while Recent Chatter directs users to ongoing conversations. And Social Links and Sharing 
Widgets connect users directly to social media services. See Chapter 9 for these patterns.
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The Patterns
To recap, this chapter talks about several aspects of navigation: overall structure or model, 
knowing where you are, figuring out where you’re going, and getting there efficiently. 

The first set of patterns address the navigational model, and are more or less independent 
of screen layout:

1.	 Clear Entry Points

2.	 Menu Page

3.	 Pyramid

4.	 Modal Panel

5.	 Deep-linked State

6.	 Escape Hatch

Combining layout and model on conventional websites, we get these patterns:

7.	 Fat Menus

8.	 Sitemap Footer

9.	 Sign-in Tools

The next few patterns work well as “You are here” signposts (as can a well-designed global 
navigation). Sequence Map, Breadcrumbs, and Annotated Scrollbar also serve as interactive 
maps of the content. Annotated Scrollbar is intended more for pan-and-zoom models than 
for multiple interconnected pages. 

10.	 Sequence Map

11.	 Breadcrumbs

12.	 Annotated Scrollbar

Animated Transition helps users stay oriented as they move from one place to another. It’s 
a visual trick, nothing more, but it’s very effective at preserving a user’s sense of where he 
is and what’s happening. 

13.	 Animated Transition
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Clear Entry Points 

A

B

Figure 3-11. Clear Entry Points schematic

What

Present only a few main entry points into the interface; make them task-oriented and 
descriptive. Use clear calls to action.

Use when   

You’re designing a site or app that has a lot of first-time or infrequent users. Most of these 
users would be best served by reading a certain piece of introductory text, doing an initial 
task, or choosing from a very small number of frequently used options.

However, if the purpose is clear to basically everyone who starts it, and if most users might 
be irritated by one more navigation step than is necessary (like applications designed for 
intermediate-to-expert users), this may not be the best design choice.

Why

Some applications and websites, when opened, present the user with what looks like a 
morass of information and structure: lots of tiled panels, unfamiliar terms and phrases, 
irrelevant ads, or toolbars that just sit there disabled. They don’t give the hesitant user any 
clear guidance on what to do first. “OK, here I am. Now what?”

For the sake of these users, list a few options for getting started. If those options match a 
user’s expectations, he can confidently choose one and begin working—this contributes 
to immediate gratification. If not, at least he knows now what the site or app actually does, 
because you’ve defined the important tasks or categories up front. You’ve made the ap-
plication more self-explanatory.
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How   

When the site is visited or the application started, present these entry points as “doors” 
into the main content. From these starting points, guide the user gently and unambigu-
ously into the application until he has enough of a context to continue by himself.

Collectively, these entry points should cover most of the reasons most users would be 
there. There might only be one or two entry points, or many; it depends on what fits your 
design. But you should phrase them with language first-time users can understand—this 
is not the place for application-specific tool names.

Visually, you should show these entry points with emphasis proportional to their importance. 

On the home page or starting page, most sites will additionally list other navigation links—
global navigation, utility navigation, and so on—and these should be smaller and less prom-
inent than the Clear Entry Points. They’re more specialized, and don’t necessarily lead you 
directly into the heart of the site, any more than a garage door leads you directly into the 
living room. The Clear Entry Points should serve as the “front doors.”

Examples

The top of Apple’s main iPad page (Figure 3-12) needs to do only a few things: identify 
itself, make the iPad look inviting, and direct the user toward resources for buying one 
or learning more. The global navigation recedes visually, compared to the strong, well-
defined entry points. On the rest of the page, more text and links make the page denser, 
but this is all the user sees above the fold.

Figure 3-12. iPad page on Apple’s site
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Fireworks and other applications show a startup dialog when the application is started (see 
Figure 3-13). This orients a new or infrequent user to the possibilities for action; creating 
something new, opening an existing document, or reading help resources are the most com-
mon items to be found here. (Appropriately, this startup dialog has a checkbox that lets the 
user turn it off for future startups. Expert users may not want to bother with such a dialog, 
since it adds one more step—and no value—to the process of getting started on their work.)

Figure 3-13. Fireworks startup dialog

In other libraries

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Clear%20Entry%20Points.aspx 

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Clear Entry Points.aspx
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Menu Page 

Figure 3-14. Craigslist

What

Fill the page with a list of links to content-rich pages in your site or app. Show enough 
information about each link to enable the user to choose well. Show no other significant 
content on the page.

Use when   

You’re designing a home page, starting screen, or any other screen whose purpose is to be 
just a “table of contents”—to show where users can go from here. You may not have room 
for featured content (such as an article, video, or promotion), or you may simply want to 
let the user pick a link with no distractions.

Mobile apps and sites especially need Menu Pages to make the best use of their small screens. 

If your (full-size) site needs to “hook” visitors into staying on the page, it may be better to 
use some of the page space for promotional items or other interesting content, and a Menu 
Page wouldn’t be the right design choice. Likewise, a site that needs to explain its value 
and purpose should use the space to do that instead. 

It takes some audacity to design a Menu Page, because you must be very confident that:
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•	 Visitors know what the site or app is about.

•	 They know what they came for and how to find it. 

•	 They wouldn’t be interested in news, updates, or features.

Why

With no distractions, users can focus all their attention on the available navigation options. 
You get the entire screen (or most of it, anyway) to organize, explain, and illustrate those 
links, and can thus direct users to the most appropriate destination page for their needs.

How   

If you’re creating a mobile design, Menu Pages are one of your principal tools for designing 
sites or apps with many levels of functionality. Keep list labels short, make targets large 
enough to tap easily (for touch screens), and try not to make hierarchies too deep.

The rest of this applies to full-size sites and apps.

First, label the links well, and provide just enough contextual information for users to 
decide where to go. This isn’t necessarily easy. Visitors may find it very helpful to have 
a description or teaser with each link, but that could take up a lot of space on the page. 
Likewise for thumbnail images—they can look great, but how much value do they add?

Look at Figures 3-15 and 3-16. Visitors to the MIT site already know the meanings of 
these links—they’re the names of academic programs—so extra information is unnec-
essary. The designer is thus able to pack in more links above the fold. The result is an 
information-dense, useful page.

On the other hand, the articles in the AIGA resources page do benefit from descriptive 
text and images. The titles alone aren’t necessarily enough to persuade a visitor to click 
through. (Keep in mind, too, that a user who clicks through and finds that the destination 
page isn’t what he wanted will get frustrated quickly. Make sure your descriptions are ac-
curate and fair!)

Second, consider the visual organization of the list of links. Do they come in categories, or 
perhaps a two- or three-level hierarchy? Is it ordered by date? Express that organizational 
scheme in the list. See Chapter 5 for more discussions on this topic.

Third, don’t forget a search box.

Finally, reconsider whether you have anything else to say on this page. Home page space, 
in particular, is quite valuable for drawing in users. Is there an interesting article teaser 
you can put there? A work of visual art? A News Box (see Chapter 9)? If such things would 
annoy more than intrigue, continue designing a pure Menu Page.
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Examples

In the website for MIT (Figure 3-15), the “Education” page shows very little explanatory 
text and a whole lot of links. When a user reaches this point in the website, she’s probably 
looking for a specific department or resource, and she isn’t looking for, say, an explanation 
of what MIT is about. The whole point of this page is to move the visitor along to a page 
that answers a well-defined need. (The same is true of the Craigslist example in Figure 
3-14 at the top of the pattern.)

Figure 3-15. A menu page from MIT’s website

The AIGA website contains many resources for design professionals. The site presents 
several top-level categories for those resources, as shown in the global navigation, but the 
landing page for each of those categories is a Menu Page (Figure 3-16). The articles are 
shown with thumbnail images and summary text; the rich format gives the viewer enough 
of a context to decide whether to invest time in clicking through to the article.
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Figure 3-16. A Menu Page from AIGA’s website

Last, the Museum of Modern Art uses large images and little text on this Menu Page (see 
Figure 3-17). This page is intriguing enough to hook a user on its own, without featuring 
any particular content at all.

Figure 3-17. A Menu Page from MoMA’s website
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In other libraries

The Directory Navigation pattern at the following URL describes one specialized use of 
a Menu Page:

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=directory 

Pyramid 

Figure 3-18. Pyramid schematic

What

Link together a sequence of pages with Back/Next links. Create a parent page that links 
to all of the pages in this sequence, and let the user view them either in sequence or out 
of order.

Use when   

The site or application contains a sequence of items that a user would normally view one 
after another, such as a slideshow, a wizard, chapters in a book, or a set of products. Some 
users would rather view them one at a time and out of order, however, and they need to 
be able to pick from a full list of the items.

Almost all Picture Managers (see Chapter 2) use a Pyramid navigational model. Sometimes 
people need to look at pictures individually; sometimes they would rather browse by 
walking through the whole sequence. Pyramids support both use cases.

Why

This pattern reduces the number of clicks it takes to get around. It improves navigation 
efficiency, and it expresses a sequential relationship among the pages.

Back/Next (or Previous/Next) links or buttons are all well and good. People know what to 
do with them. But a user doesn’t necessarily want to be locked into a page sequence that 
he can’t easily get out of: having gone seven pages in, will he need to click the Back button 
seven times to get back where he started? Not fun!

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=directory
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By putting a link back to the parent page on each sequence page, you increase the user’s 
options. You’ve now got three main navigation options instead of two—Back, Next, and 
Up. You haven’t made it much more complex, but a casually browsing user (or one who’s 
changed his mind in midstream) will need far fewer clicks to go where he wants to go. It’s 
more convenient for users.

Likewise, chaining together a set of unconnected pages is kind to users who actually want 
to see all the pages. Without the Back/Next links, they would be “pogo sticking” to the 
parent page all the time; they might just give up and leave.

How   

List all the items or pages, in order, on the parent page. Render the list in a way that suits 
the types of items you’re dealing with (see Chapter 5), such as a Thumbnail Grid for photos, 
or a rich text list for articles. A click on an item or link brings the user to that item’s page.

On each item page, put Back/Next links. Many sites show a small preview of the next item, 
such as its title or a thumbnail (Flickr does this, as shown in Figure 3-19). In addition, put 
in an Up link to bring the user back to the parent page, and label it with “Back to <Page 
Title Here>” or something similar.

One Pyramid variation turns a static linear sequence into a loop by linking the last page 
back to the first without going back to the parent. This can work, but does the user know 
she’s looped all the way back around? Does she recognize the first page in the sequence? 
Not necessarily. If the order of a sequence is important, you should link the last page to 
the parent page, since it tells the user that she’s seen all there is to see.

Examples

Flickr’s item page is a classic Pyramid example. This Picture Manager shows pictures in a 
sequence called a photostream, which can be seen in its entirety by clicking the labeled 
link at the top of this widget (see Figure 3-19). The two thumbnails show the previous and 
next pictures in the photostream.

Figure 3-19. Flickr

The New York Times interactive feature shown in Figure 3-20 is another Picture Manager. 
The parent page shows an irregular Thumbnail Grid of clickable pictures; the item page 
(shown in Figure 3-21) contains arrow buttons to traverse the series of photos. Note that 
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this shows the user where she is in the sequence—“121 of 176”—which is a nice touch. 
There is no “Up” button, but the only other control in that panel, “Close,” returns the user 
to the parent page. (It thus makes an interesting use of a Modal Panel.)

Figure 3-20. A New York Times interactive feature; this is the parent page, where all the photos are 
shown

Figure 3-21. A child page from the same feature, showing Back, Next, and Close buttons near the photo
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Modal Panel 

Figure 3-22. Modal Panel schematic

What

Show only one page, with no other navigation options, until the user finishes the immedi-
ate task.

Use when   

The app or site has gotten into a state from which it shouldn’t or can’t proceed without 
input from the user. In a document-centric application, for instance, a “save” action might 
need the user to supply a filename if one wasn’t already given. In other contexts, the user 
may need to sign in before proceeding, or acknowledge an important message. 

If the user simply initiates a minor action that may need further input, try to find a way 
to ask for that input without a modal panel. You could show a text field right below the 
button that the user clicked, for example, and leave it “hanging” there until the user comes 
back to it—there’s no need to hold up the whole site or app until that input is given. Let the 
user do something else, and then return to the question at a later time.

Why

A modal panel cuts off all other navigation options from the user. He can’t ignore it and 
go somewhere else in the app or site: he must deal with it here and now. When that’s done, 
he gets sent back to where he was before.

It’s an easy model to understand—and to program—though it was overused in appli-
cations of past years. A modal panel is disruptive. If the user isn’t prepared to answer 
whatever the modal panel asks, it interrupts his workflow, possibly forcing him to make 
a decision about something he just doesn’t care about. But when used appropriately, a 
modal panel channels the user’s attention into the next decision that he needs to make. 
There are no other navigation possibilities to distract him.
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How   

In the same space on the screen where the user’s attention lies, place a panel, dialog box, 
or page that requests the needed information. It should prevent the user from bringing up 
other pages in that application. This panel ought to be relatively uncluttered, in keeping 
with the need to focus the user’s attention onto this new task with minimal distractions.

Remember that this is a navigation-related pattern. You should carefully mark and label 
the ways out, and there shouldn’t be many of them; one, two, or maybe three. In most 
cases, they are buttons with short, verbish labels, such as “Save” or “Don’t save.” There is 
usually a “Close” or “X” button in the upper right. Upon clicking a button, the user should 
be taken back to the page he came from. 

The lightbox effect is a very effective visual presentation of a modal panel. By dimming 
most of the screen, the designer highlights the bright modal panel and focuses attention 
on it. (For this to work, the modal panel needs to be large enough for the user to find it 
effortlessly. I’ve seen modal panels that were so small and off-center that it was hard to 
find them in a large browser window.)

Instead of layering a modal panel on top of another page, some websites simply use 
pages with extremely limited navigation. Sign-in and registration screens are commonly 
done this way: global and local navigation are stripped out, and all that’s left are the exits 
(Cancel, Continue, etc.) and an Escape Hatch.

Operating systems and GUI platforms usually offer OS-level modal dialog boxes. These 
are best used in traditional desktop applications—websites should avoid them in favor 
of lighter-weight overlay techniques, which are easier for the designer to control and less 
disruptive to the user.

Examples

SlideShare uses a lightbox to draw attention to its login dialog. If you try to do something 
on SlideShare that requires you to be signed in, the modal panel in Figure 3-23 appears. 
There are only three ways to deal with it: sign in, register, or click the familiar “X” button 
in the upper-right corner. This is very typical of many lightbox-highlighted modal panels 
on the Web. 
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Figure 3-23. SlideShare’s login modal panel

Likewise, Kayak uses a similar lightbox for a modified search—but this one actually points 
to the link that launched it, which helps the user connect her gesture with the resultant 
modal panel (see Figure 3-24). It’s a nice touch.

Figure 3-24. Kayak’s modal panel for modifying searches

The “shade” form of a Mac modal dialog box draws attention to itself as it drops down from 
the window title bar (animated, of course). These and other application-level modal dialogs 
actually prevent the user from interacting with the rest of the application, so the user is forced 
to finish or dismiss this thread of work before doing anything else (see Figure 3-25). 
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Figure 3-25. A modal panel in a Mac application

In other libraries

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Modal%20Panel.aspx

http://patternry.com/p=overlay/ 

See also the Dialog Overlay pattern in Designing Web Interfaces by Bill Scott and Theresa 
Neil (O’Reilly, http://oreilly.com/catalog/9780596516253/). Other types of overlays are de-
scribed in that chapter as well.

Deep-linked State 

http://

Figure 3-26. Deep-linked State schematic

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Modal Panel.aspx
http://patternry.com/p=overlay/
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What

Capture the state of a site or app in a URL that can be saved or sent to other people. When 
loaded, it restores the state of the app to what the user was seeing.

Use when   

The site or app’s content is something large and interactive, such as a map, book, video, 
or information graphic. A specific desired point or state might be hard to find, or it may 
take many steps to get there from a typical starting point. The app may have many user-
settable parameters or states, such as viewing modes, scales, data layers, and so on—these 
may add to the complexity of finding a particular point and seeing it in the “right” way.

Why

Deep-linked State gives the user a way to jump directly to a desired point and application 
state, thus saving time and work. It behaves like a “deep link” directly into a piece of con-
tent on a conventional site—or a permalink to a blog entry—in the sense that you end up 
with a URL pointing directly to the desired content. But it can be more complex than a 
permalink, because it can capture both application state and content position.

This pattern is useful for saving a state that the user might want to re-create later, especially if 
he can “bookmark” it using well-known mechanisms (like browser bookmarks, sites such as 
Delicious, etc.). It’s also handy for sharing with other people, and that’s where it really shines. 
A URL representing a Deep-linked State can be emailed, tweeted, posted to a social network, 
discussed in a forum, published in a blog entry, and talked about in any number of ways. It 
might make a statement, or go viral, or become a “socially mediated object.” 

How   

Track the user’s position in the content, and put that into a URL. Track supporting data 
there as well—comments, data layers, markers, highlighting, and so on—so that reloading 
the URL will bring it all back. 

Consider what other parameters or interface states you might want users to save: zoom levels, 
magnification, viewing modes, search results, and so on. Not all of these should necessar-
ily be captured, since loading the Deep-linked State shouldn’t trample on settings that a user 
doesn’t want changed. Work carefully through some usage scenarios to figure this out.
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URLs are the best format for saving Deep-linked States: they are universally understood, 
portable, short, and supported by a vast variety of tools, such as bookmarking services. 
(If you’re dealing with nonweb applications, you may need to be more creative.) Other 
formats can also be used, such as XML; a text-based format is generally much easier to 
manage than a binary format.

As a user moves through the content and changes various parameters, immediately put 
the updated URL in the browser’s URL field so that it can be easily seen and captured. 
Not everyone will think to find it there, so you might also design a “Link” feature whose 
existence tells the user, “Here’s how you create a link to this screen.” Some sites offer to 
generate a JavaScript fragment that not only captures position and state, but also lets users 
embed the whole thing into another website.

Examples

Google Books captures a large amount of state in its URLs (see Figure 3-27): the posi-
tion in the book, the viewing mode (single page, two-up, thumbnails), the presence of 
toolbars, and even search results. It does not capture magnification level, which makes 
sense, as that’s a very individual setting. The URL as seen in the “Link” tool is actually 
redundant—the URL shown by the browser itself is exactly the same. 

Figure 3-27. Deep-linked State in Google Books, found in two places: the browser’s URL field, and the 
“Link” feature

Many Eyes, the visualization tools published by IBM, gives visitors the ability to put together 
their own custom information graphics, based on plot types and data sets offered by the site 
(see Figure 3-28). They’re highly interactive and rich. To share one of these visualizations, 
you can either generate JavaScript for it (for embedding), or create a snapshot image. 
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Figure 3-28. Capturing the state of a visualization at Many Eyes

Its interface doesn’t advertise it, but YouTube lets you put a timestamp into the URL for a 
video. When loaded, this brings the viewer directly to the specified time in the video. The 
site http://youtubetime.com explains how to do it (see Figure 3-29): add #t=XmYs to the end 
of the URL, where X is the number of minutes and Y the number of seconds.

Figure 3-29. YouTubeTime’s explanation of how to use the URL to deep-link into the middle of a video

http://youtubetime.com
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Escape Hatch

Figure 3-30. Escape Hatch schematic

What

On each screen that has limited navigation options, place a button or link that clearly gets 
the user out of that screen and back to a known place.

Use when   

You’ve got pages that constitute some sort of serial process, such as a wizard, or any pages 
that lock the user into a limited navigation situation, such as a Modal Panel. These might 
be pages that users can reach out of context, as they could do via search results.

(Escape Hatches sometimes aren’t necessary when you have Sequence Maps or Breadcrumbs 
on a page. Users who understand them can use those to get back to some known place.)

Why

Limited navigation is one thing, but having no way out is quite another! If you give the 
user a simple, obvious way to escape from a page, no strings attached, he’s less likely to 
feel trapped there. 

This is the kind of feature that helps people feel like they can safely explore an app or site. 
It’s sort of like an undo feature—it encourages people to go down paths without feeling 
like they’re committing to them. See the Safe Exploration pattern in Chapter 1.

Now, if these are pages that users can reach via search results, it’s doubly important that 
Escape Hatches be put on each page. Visitors can click these to get to a “normal” page that 
tells them more about where they actually are.

How   

Put a button or link on the page that brings the user back to a “safe place.” This might be 
a home page, a hub page in a hub-and-spoke design, or any page with full navigation and 
something self-explanatory on it. Exactly what it links to will depend upon the applica-
tion’s design. 
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Examples

Websites often use clickable site logos as home-page links, usually in the upper left of a 
page. These provide an Escape Hatch in a familiar place, while helping with branding.

In some dialogs, a Cancel button or the equivalent can serve this purpose. These also let 
the user say, “I’m done with this; forget I ever started it.” 

Have you ever called a company—say, your bank—and had to work your way through a 
set of phone menus? They can be long, confusing, and time-consuming. If you find your-
self in the wrong menu, you may just hang up and try again from the top. But many phone 
menu systems have a hidden Escape Hatch that they don’t tell you about: if you dial “0” at 
any point, you might be connected to a human operator.

Many websites have certain pages that limit navigation options, such as Modal Panels and 
pages without global navigation. The Netflix login screen is one example. If a user finds 
herself here and doesn’t want to log in, she can click on the Netflix logo to go back to the 
home page (see Figure 3-31).

Figure 3-31. Netflix sign-in page, with the logo as an Escape Hatch

Sometimes literalism works. Google Labs offers features that aren’t ready for release, and 
they occasionally break. In the example shown in Figure 3-32, Google Maps gives the user 
an explicit “escape hatch” URL to use when things go wrong.

Figure 3-32. Google Maps Labs Escape Hatch
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In other libraries

These two patterns are named “Home Link.” The concept is very similar to Escape Hatch.

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/HomeLink

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=home 

Fat Menus 

Figure 3-33. Microsoft’s All Products menu

What

Display a long list of navigation options in drop-down or fly-out menus. Use these to 
show all the subpages in site sections. Organize them with care, using well-chosen catego-
ries or a natural sorting order, and spread them out horizontally.

Use when   

The site or app has many pages in many categories, possibly in a hierarchy with three or 
more levels. You want to expose most of these pages to people casually exploring the site, 
so they can see what’s available. Your users are comfortable with drop-down menus (click 
to see them) or fly-outs (roll over them with the pointer). 

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/HomeLink
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/HomeLink
http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=home
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Why

Fat Menus make a complex site more discoverable. They expose many more navigation 
options to visitors than they might otherwise find. 

By showing so many links on every page, you make it possible for a user to jump directly 
from any subpage to any other subpage (for most subpages, anyhow). You thus turn a 
multi-level site—where subpages aren’t linked to the subpages in other site sections—into 
a fully connected site. 

Fat Menus are a form of progressive disclosure, an important concept in user interface de-
sign. Complexity is hidden until the user asks to see it. A visitor to a site that uses these 
can look over the menu headings to get a high-level idea of what’s there, and when he’s 
ready to dive in, he can open up a Fat Menu with a gesture. He isn’t shown millions of sub-
pages before he’s ready to deal with them.

If you’re already using menus in your global navigation, you might consider expanding 
them to Fat Menus if surfacing more links makes the content more attractive to casual 
browsers. People won’t have to drill down into categories and subcategories of your site 
hierarchy in order to discover interesting pages—they’ll see them there, right up front.

How   

On each menu, present a well-organized list of links. Arrange them into Titled Sections 
(Chapter 4) if they fit into subcategories; if not, use a sorting order that suits the nature of 
the content, such as an alphabetical or time-based list. 

Use headers, dividers, generous whitespace, modest graphic elements, and whatever else 
you need to visually organize those links. And take advantage of horizontal space—you 
can spread the menu across the entire page if you wish. Many sites make excellent use 
of multiple columns to present categories. If you make the menu too tall, it might go 
right off the end of the browser page. (The user controls how tall the browser is; guess 
conservatively.)

The best sites have Fat Menus that work stylistically with the rest of the site. Design them 
to fit well into the color scheme, grid, and so on of the page.

Some menu implementations don’t work well with accessibility technology such as screen 
readers. Ensure that your Fat Menus can work with these. If they can’t, consider switching 
to a more static strategy, such as a Sitemap Footer.

Examples

The Fat Menus on the Starbucks website are very well designed (see Figure 3-34). Each 
menu is a different height but the same width, and follows a strict common page grid 
(they’re all laid out the same way). The style blends in with the site, and the generous 
whitespace makes it easy to read. Ads are worked into the design, but not obnoxiously. 
The nonrectangular shape adds a polished look.
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Figure 3-34. Starbucks coffee menu

As shown in Figure 3-35, Slate’s menus are less readable and more crowded (in keeping 
with the overall style of the site). These don’t take full advantage of horizontal space, 
either. But the idea of using them to show featured articles is clever—the knowledgeable 
user can skim a large number of headlines by rolling over the menus.

Figure 3-35. Slate’s News & Politics menu
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The American Red Cross doesn’t merely float its menus over the top of the page (see 
Figure 3-36). When the user rolls over any top-level menu item, the resultant Fat Menu 
actually replaces a carousel-style rotating news panel, taking its space in the page. The 
menu is the same for all the top-level menu items, so all the subpages in every category 
are visible at once.

Figure 3-36. The American Red Cross menus (all of them)

WebMD uses an alphabetical sorting order for its long, flat list of health topics, as shown 
in Figure 3-37.

Figure 3-37. WebMD’s Health A–Z menu
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Sitemap Footer 

Figure 3-38. Whole Foods footer

What

Place a site map into the footer of every page in a site. Treat it as part of the global naviga-
tion, complementary to the header. Abridge the site map if you need to make it fit into a 
compact space.

Use when   

The site you’re designing uses a generous amount of space on each page, and you don’t 
have severe constraints on page size or download time. You don’t want to take up too 
much header or sidebar space with navigation.

The site has more than a handful of pages, but not an outrageously large number of cat-
egories and “important” pages (things that users will look for). You can fit a reasonably 
complete site map—at least for pages that aren’t in the header—into a strip no taller than 
about half of a browser window.

There may be a global navigation menu in the page header, but it doesn’t show all levels 
in the site hierarchy—maybe it only shows the top-level categories. You prefer a simple, 
well-laid-out footer instead of Fat Menus, perhaps because of implementation ease or ac-
cessibility issues.

Why

Sitemap Footers make a complex site more discoverable. They expose many more naviga-
tion options to visitors than they might otherwise have. 

By showing so many links on every page, you make it possible for a user to jump directly 
from any subpage to any other subpage (or major page, anyhow). You thus turn a multi-
level site—where subpages aren’t linked to the subpages in other site sections—into a fully 
connected site. The footer is where the user’s attention lands when she reads to the end of a 
page. By placing interesting links there, you entice the user to stay on the site and read more.
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Finally, showing users the whole site map gives them a strong sense of how the site is con-
structed and where they might find relevant features. In complex sites, that could be valuable.

You may find yourself trying to choose between a Sitemap Footer design and a Fat Menus 
design. In conventional websites, a Sitemap Footer would be easier to implement and 
debug because it doesn’t depend on anything dynamic: instead of showing fly-out menus 
when the user rolls over items or clicks on them, a Sitemap Footer is just a set of static links. 
It’s also easier to use with screen readers and it doesn’t require fine pointer control, so it 
wins on accessibility as well.

On the other hand, the footer may be ignored by busy or casual users who focus only on 
the page content and the headers. Usability-test if you have any doubts, and watch the 
click metrics to see if anyone even uses the Sitemap Footer.

How   

Design a page-wide footer that contains the site’s major sections (categories) and their 
most important subpages. Include utility navigation, tools such as language choice or 
Social Links (Chapter 9), and other typical footer information such as copyright and pri-
vacy statements.

This might constitute a complete site map for your site, or it might not. The idea is to cover 
most of what visitors need to find, without overloading the header or sidebar navigation. 

In practice, what often happens is that the global navigation options at the top of the 
page reflect a more task-oriented design—it tries to answer visitors’ immediate questions 
regarding “What is this about?” and “Where do I find X right this second?” Meanwhile, 
the Sitemap Footer shows the actual hierarchical structure of the site itself. This two-part 
arrangement appears to work well. 

If your site deals with content that itself requires complex navigation—such as a large set 
of products, news articles, music, videos, books, and so on—you could use the top of the 
page for content navigation and the Sitemap Footer for almost everything else.

Here are some features that can often be found in Sitemap Footers:

•	 Major content categories

•	 Information about the site or organization

•	 Partner or sister sites—for example, sites or brands owned by the same company

•	 Community links, such as forums

•	 Help and support

•	 Contact information

•	 Current promotions

•	 Donation or volunteer information, for nonprofits
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Examples

REI’s website demonstrates the difference between task-oriented top-of-page global navi-
gation and an effective Sitemap Footer (see Figure 3-39). Shopping, learning, and travel 
dominate the header, as they should—these are what most site visitors come for. The 
footer handles secondary tasks that are nevertheless important: “about” information, cus-
tomer support, membership, and so on. 

Figure 3-39. REI header and footer

The Los Angeles Times footer shows much of the same content as the double tab in the 
header, but flattened and organized somewhat differently (see Figure 3-40). 
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Figure 3-40. Los Angeles Times header and footer

The Wall Street Journal has an immense footer (see Figure 3-41). This is probably larger 
than you’ll want to make yours.

Figure 3-41. Wall Street Journal footer
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Flickr, as always, is minimalist (see Figure 3-42). It eschews the column structure that 
most other sites use for their Sitemap Footers, and uses rows instead. MapQuest uses col-
umns, but it also does a lovely job in a small amount of space (see Figure 3-43).

Figure 3-42. Flickr footer

Figure 3-43. MapQuest footer

In other libraries

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=sitemap-footer 

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/FatFooter

The name “Fat Footer” has sometimes been used for this pattern, with a slightly expanded def-
inition. For some wonderful examples, see the Smashing Magazine article titled “Informative 
and Usable Footers in Web Design”: 

http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/06/17/informative-and-usable-footers-in-web-
design/

http://welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=sitemap-footer
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/FatFooter
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/FatFooter
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Sign-in Tools 

Figure 3-44. Flickr sign-in tools

What

Place utility navigation related to a signed-in user’s site experience in the upper-right 
corner. Show tools such as shopping carts, profile and account settings, help, and sign-out 
buttons.

Use when   

Sign-in Tools are useful for any site or service where users often sign in. 

Why

This pattern is purely convention; the upper-right corner is where many people expect 
such tools to be, so they will often look there. Give users a successful experience by put-
ting these tools where they expect them to be.

How   

Reserve space near the upper-right corner of each page for Sign-in Tools. Place the user’s 
sign-in name there first (and possibly a small version of her avatar, if it exists), unless the 
name and avatar are already present elsewhere on the page. Make sure each tool works 
exactly the same on every page in the site or app.

Cluster together tools such as the following:

•	 Sign-out button or link (this is important, so make sure it’s here)

•	 Account settings

•	 Profile settings

•	 Site help
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•	 Customer service

•	 Shopping cart

•	 Personal messages or other notifications

•	 A link to personal collections of items (e.g., image sets, favorites, or wish lists)

•	 Home 

Don’t make this space too large or loud, lest it dominate the page—it shouldn’t. This is 
utility navigation; it’s there when a user needs it, but is otherwise “invisible” (well, not 
literally). For some items, you can use small icons instead of text—shopping carts, mes-
sages, and help all have standard visuals you can use, for instance. See the examples in this 
pattern for some of them. 

The site search box is often placed near the Sign-in Tools, although it needs to be in a con-
sistent spot regardless of whether anyone is signed in.

When no user is signed in, this area of the page can be used for a sign-in box—name, 
password, call to action, and possibly tools for retrieval of forgotten passwords.

Examples

Figure 3-45 shows an assortment of Sign-in Tools from Mint, Twitter, Amazon, and Gmail. 
These are visually unobtrusive, but findable simply because they’re in the correct corner 
of the page or window.

Figure 3-45. Clockwise from top left: Mint, Twitter, Amazon, and Gmail

Scribd uses almost all of the tools listed in this pattern (see Figure 3-46). Since there are 
so many of them, a drop-down menu seems appropriate to keep them from cluttering the 
corner of the page. iTunes also uses a drop down (see Figure 3-47).
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Figure 3-46. Scribd sign-in tools

Figure 3-47. iTunes sign-in tools
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Sequence Map 

Figure 3-48. Hanna Andersson order sequence map

What

On each page in a sequence, show a map of all the pages in order, including a “You are 
here” indicator.

Use when   

You design a written narrative, a process flow, a Wizard, or anything else through which a 
user progresses page by page. The user’s path is mainly linear.

If the navigation topology is large and hierarchical (as opposed to linear) you may want to 
consider using Breadcrumbs instead. If you have a large number of steps or items and their 
order doesn’t matter much, this morphs into a Two-Panel Selector (Chapter 5) or Overview 
Plus Detail (Chapter 7).

Why

Sequence Maps tell a user how far he’s come through a series of steps—and, more im-
portantly, how far he has yet to go before he’s finished. Knowing this helps him decide 
whether to continue, estimate how long it will take, and stay oriented. 

Sequence Maps also serve as navigational devices. If someone wants to go back to a previ-
ously completed step, he can do so by clicking that step in the map.

How   

Near an edge of the page, place a small map of the pages in the sequence. Make it one line 
or column if you can, to keep it from competing visually with the actual page content. 
Give the current page’s indicator some special treatment, such as making it lighter or 
darker than the others; do something similar with the already-visited pages.

For the user’s convenience, you might want to put the map near or next to the main navi-
gation controls, usually Back and Next buttons.
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How should you label each page’s indicator on the map? If the pages or steps are num-
bered, use the numbers—they’re short and easy to understand. But you should also put 
the page titles in the map. (Keep the titles short, so the map can accommodate them.) This 
gives the user enough information to know which pages to go back to, and anticipate what 
information he’ll need in upcoming pages.

Examples

The slideshow shown in Figure 3-49 has a Sequence Map at the bottom. It allows viewers 
to move somewhat randomly through the images, though most users will probably use 
the Prev and Next buttons at the top.

Figure 3-49. Boston Globe slideshow, with sequence map under photo

The Mini Cooper product configurator (see Figure 3-50) is a cross between a Settings 
Editor and a Wizard in that it lets the user move back and forth at will, but organizes the 
pages in a numbered sequence. The Sequence Map at the top is a critical control for “play-
ing” with the app, for moving among the various pages and exploring different options.

Installation wizards usually require a lot of steps. The one shown in Figure 3-51, from 
Adobe, has a typical Sequence Map on the lefthand side. Its steps are disabled when they’re 
irrelevant or bypassed, such as this trial installation that has no Adobe ID.
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Figure 3-50. Mini Cooper product configurator, with sequence map in upper left

Figure 3-51. Adobe CS5 installer, with sequence map at left

In other libraries

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/StepsLeft

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/navigation/bar/progress.html 

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/StepsLeft
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/StepsLeft
http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/navigation/bar/progress.html
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Breadcrumbs 

Figure 3-52. Target breadcrumbs

What

On each page in a deep navigational hierarchy, show a list of all the parent pages, up to 
the main or home page.

Use when   

Your application or site has a hierarchical structure with two or more levels. Users move 
around via direct navigation, browsing, filtering, searching within the site, or deep-linking 
into it from elsewhere. Global navigation alone isn’t sufficient to show a “You are here” 
signpost, because the hierarchy is too deep or large.

Alternatively, your site or app may have a set of browsing and filtering tools for a large data 
set, such as products being sold online. The products are categorized in a hierarchy, but 
that categorization doesn’t necessarily match the way people will look for those products.

Why

Breadcrumbs show each level of hierarchy leading to the current page, from the top of the 
application all the way down. In a sense, they show a single linear “slice” of the overall map 
of the site or app.

So, like a Sequence Map, Breadcrumbs help a user figure out where he is. This is especially 
handy if he’s jumped abruptly to somewhere deep in the tree, as he would by following 
search results or a faceted browsing tool. Unlike a Sequence Map, though, Breadcrumbs 
don’t tell the user where he’s headed next. They deal only with the present.

Some texts tell you that Breadcrumbs—so named for the Hansel and Gretel story, in which 
Hansel drops breadcrumbs on a forest trail to mark his way home—are most useful for 
telling the user how he got to where he is from the top of the site or app. But that’s only 
true if the user has drilled straight down from the top, with no sidetracking, or following 
other branches, or dead ends, or searching, or linking directly from other pages…not 
likely.
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Instead, Breadcrumbs are best for telling you where you are relative to the rest of the app 
or site—it’s about context, not just history. Look at the Target example in Figure 3-52. 
Faceted browsing—searching for items with certain characteristics—brought me to this 
page deep in the Target website. (A keyword search could have done the same.) But now 
that I’m here, I can see where I am in the product hierarchy and I know what else I can 
look at. I can use the Breadcrumbs to look at all of Target’s stand mixers and do some com-
parison shopping. 

Finally, Breadcrumbs are usually clickable links or buttons. This turns them into a naviga-
tional device in their own right.

How   

Near the top of the page, put a line of text or icons indicating the current level of hierarchy. 
Start with the top level; to its right, put the next level and so on down to the current page. 
Between the levels, put a graphic or text character to indicate the parent/child relationship 
between them. This is usually a right-pointing arrow, triangle, greater-than sign (>), slash 
(/), or right angle quotes (»).

The labels for each page should be the page titles. Users should recognize them if they’ve 
been to those pages already; if not, the titles should at least be self-explanatory enough to 
tell the user what those pages are about. The labels should be links to those pages.

Some Breadcrumbs show the current page as the last item in the chain; some don’t. If yours 
do, make them visually different from the rest of the items, since they’re not links.

Examples

The Windows 7 control panel is a hierarchical Settings Editor that can be three lev-
els deep. The screenshot in Figure 3-53 shows the Personalization settings within the 
Appearance and Personalization category (which has at least six subcategories in addition 
to Personalization).

Figure 3-53. Windows 7 control panel
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Online communities such as the one shown in Figure 3-54 often have deep hierarchies: 
forum categories, forums, subforums, yet more subforums, and threads. Breadcrumbs help 
users understand and traverse this hierarchy.

Figure 3-54. Mothering.com forums

Figure 3-55 shows an example of Breadcrumbs used outside a “page” context. The Chrome 
developer tools, among many other such tools for software developers, provide a way for 
users to manage very deep hierarchical structures (in this case, nested structural tags in 
an HTML page). Breadcrumbs are invaluable here for keeping track of where one is in that 
structure.

Figure 3-55. Chrome developer tools

In other libraries

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/navigation/breadcrumbs.html

http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/Breadcrumbs

http://www.welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=crumbs 

http://patternry.com/p=breadcrumbs/

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Breadcrumbs.aspx 

http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/03/17/breadcrumbs-in-web-design-examples-
and-best-practices-2/

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/navigation/breadcrumbs.html
http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/navigation/breadcrumbs.html
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/Breadcrumbs
http://ui-patterns.com/patterns/Breadcrumbs
http://www.welie.com/patterns/showPattern.php?patternID=crumbs
http://patternry.com/p=breadcrumbs/
http://patternry.com/p=breadcrumbs/
http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Breadcrumbs.aspx
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/03/17/breadcrumbs-in-web-design-examples-and-best-practices-2/
http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2009/03/17/breadcrumbs-in-web-design-examples-and-best-practices-2/
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Annotated Scrollbar 

Figure 3-56. MSNBC scrollbar showing page sections

What

Make the scrollbar serve double-duty as a map of the content, or as a “You are here” 
indicator.

Use when   

You’re designing either a document-centric application or a pan-and-zoom interface, 
such as a map or large visualization. Users will scan this document or graphic for items of 
note, such as specific page numbers or landmarks. They might have trouble keeping track 
of where they are and where to go next as they scroll.
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Why

Even though the user remains within one navigational space as she scrolls through the 
content, signposts are still useful. When scrolling quickly, it’s really hard to read the text 
flying by (or impossible, if the screen can’t refresh quickly enough), so some other indica-
tor of position is necessary. Even if she stops briefly, the part of the document she can see 
may not contain anything she can orient herself by, like headers.

Why a scrollbar? Because that’s where the user’s attention is focused. If you put signposts 
there, the user will see them and use them as she scrolls, rather than trying to look at two 
different screen areas at once. You can put signposts close to the scrollbar and still get the 
same effect; the closer, the better.

When the scrollbar shows indicators in the scrollbar track itself, you get something that 
behaves just like a one-dimensional Overview Plus Detail (Chapter 7). The track is the over-
view; the scrolled window is the detail.

How   

Put a position indicator on or near the scrollbar. Either static or dynamic indicators might 
work—static indicators are those that don’t change from second to second, such as blocks 
of color in the scrollbar track (see the tkdiff screenshot in Figure 3-57). Make sure their 
purpose is clear, though; such things can baffle users that aren’t used to seeing graphics 
in the scrollbar track!

Dynamic indicators change as the user scrolls, and they are often implemented as tool 
tips. As the scroll position changes, the tool tip shown next to the scroll thumb changes 
to show information about the content there. This will vary with the nature of the appli-
cation. Microsoft Word, for instance, puts page numbers and headers in these tool tips. 

In either case, you’ll need to figure out what a user will most likely be looking for, and 
thus what you need to put into the annotations. The content structure is a good starting 
point. If the content is code, you might show the name of the current function or method; 
if it’s a spreadsheet, show the row number, and so on. Also consider whether the user is 
currently performing a search—the scrollbar annotation should show where the search 
results are in the document.

Examples

The tkdiff application shown in Figure 3-57 visually highlights the differences between 
two versions of a text file: newly added sections are marked in green, changed sections are 
in blue, and deleted sections are in red. An Annotated Scrollbar serves as an overall map, 
thus making large file “diffs” easier to comprehend.
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Figure 3-57. tkdiff

Chrome annotates its scrollbar with search results (see Figure 3-58). When you search for 
a word on a web page, Chrome highlights the found words on the page with yellow, and 
places a yellow indicator in the scrollbar wherever they are found. This way, the user can 
scroll directly to those points in the document.

Figure 3-58. Chrome “Find” results

In other libraries

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Annotated%20Scrollbar.aspx 

http://quince.infragistics.com/Patterns/Annotated Scrollbar.aspx
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Animated Transition 

Figure 3-59. Mac OS dock transition

What

Smooth out a startling or dislocating transition with an animation that makes it feel natural.

Use when   

Users move through a large virtual space, such as an image, spreadsheet, graph, or text 
document. They might be able to zoom in to varying degrees, pan or scroll, or rotate the 
whole thing. This is especially useful for information graphics, such as maps and plots. 
(See Chapter 7 for more about information graphics.)

Alternatively, the interface might have sections that can be closed and opened again, ei-
ther by the system or by the user—such as trees with closable parent nodes, standalone 
windows that open and close, or an interface built with Collapsible Panels (Chapter 4). 
Animated Transition might also be used when users jump from one separate page to another.
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Why

All of these transformations can disrupt a user’s sense of where she is in the virtual space. 
Zooming in and out, for instance, can throw off her spatial sense when it’s done instanta-
neously, as can rotation and the closing of entire sections that prompts a re-layout of the 
screen. Even scrolling down a long page of text, when it’s jumpy, can slow down the reader.

But when the shift from one state to another is visually continuous, it’s not so bad. In other 
words, you can animate the transition between states so that it looks smooth, not discon-
tinuous. This helps keep the user oriented. We can guess that it works because it more 
closely resembles physical reality—when was the last time you instantly jumped from the 
ground to 20 feet in the air? Less fancifully, an animated transition gives the user’s eyes a 
chance to track a location while the view changes, rather than trying to find the location 
again after an abrupt change.

When done well, Animated Transitions bolster your application’s cool factor. They’re fun.

How   

For each type of transformation that you use in your interface, design a short animation 
that “connects” the first state with the second state. For zoom and rotate, you might show 
the in-between zoom or rotate levels; for a closing panel, you might show it shrinking 
while the other panels expand to take up the space it leaves behind. To whatever extent 
possible, make it look like something physical is happening.

But this pattern is a double-edged sword. Beware of making the user motion-sick! The 
animations should be quick and precise, with little or no lag time between the user’s ini-
tiating gesture and the beginning of the animation. Limit it to the affected part of the 
screen; don’t animate the whole window. And keep it short. My preference would be to 
keep it well under a second, and research shows that 300 milliseconds might be ideal for 
smooth scrolling. Test it with your users to see what’s tolerable.

If the user issues multiple actions in quick succession, such as pressing the down arrow 
key many times to scroll, combine them into one animated action. Otherwise, the user 
might sit there through several seconds’ worth of animation as the punishment for press-
ing the down arrow key 10 times. Again: keep it quick and responsive.

Some of the types of transitions listed by the Yahoo! pattern library (http://developer.yahoo.
com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/) and Designing Web Interfaces are as follows:

•	 Brighten and dim

•	 Expand and collapse

•	 Fade in, fade out, and cross-fade

•	 Self-healing

•	 Slide

•	 Spotlight

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/
http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/
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In other libraries

For more discussion and tons of great examples of the Animated Transitions in the preced-
ing list, see the Transition cluster of patterns at the Yahoo! Design Pattern Library:

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/

In addition, Scott and Neil’s Designing Web Interfaces contains an entire chapter on transi-
tions. It covers some of the same ground as the Yahoo! site, but it’s worth reading.

http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/
http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/
http://developer.yahoo.com/ypatterns/richinteraction/transition/



