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5.1 Top Ten Guidelines for Site Usability

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Compare and contrast a usable website with a non-usable website using
Nielsen’s usability principles

2. Balance usability and graphic design considerations in a site design

Introduction

For the purposes of this course we will consider your iPhone app to be a fully
functional and marketable product. Now the challenge is to build a store to market
the app. Building the store will be a community project. Each student will build a
piece of the store. But before we build the store, we need to design it.

Part of the beauty of the iPhone interface is its predictability. All iPhone
applications share the same interface elements. Apple ensures this uniformity by
reviewing every app before it is published on the iTunes store. It’s not that way on
the web. To have uniformity on a website the designer must enforce his/her own
design standards. In general the website will be more successful with more repeat
business if it follows industry standard conventions for website design. Most of
those conventions fall under the heading of usability—literally, how usable or easy
to navigate is the site?

The problem with usability is that you only notice it when it is absent. It is like the
phone system—it only gets your attention when it doesn’t work. We expect sites to
be usable and get upset when they are not. Why then do so many sites have
usability issues? Because site designers lose sight of the end user. Mastering some
common sense rules or heuristics of usability can go a long way toward making sure
that designers create a satisfying experience for the end user.

As you go through this chapter you will note some overlap between usability and
graphic design principles. For example, creating contrast between the type and
page background is also a usability principle.
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Where Are We in the Life Cycle?

Many information systems projects are conceived of in a life cycle that progresses
in stages from analysis to implementation. The diagram below shows the stages that
we touch in the current chapter:

User-Friendly Websites Are in Demand

Web designers have met the need for user-friendly websites by following standard
conventions for easy navigation and other site design elements. Internet users
should not have to learn how to use a specific site; they should already know how to
navigate the site based on prior web experience.

The concept of usability is very familiar to us in other settings. For example, most
automobile manufacturers put the pedals, turn signals, and light controls in the
same place regardless of car make or model. This way, consumers will not need a
tutorial each time they purchase a new car, because they can base their knowledge
on previous vehicles. There is also some standardization of icons used in computer
operating systems. For example, an icon with a drawing of a printer on it will most
likely enable a user to print a document. Similarly, the standardization of websites
with regard to usability makes it possible for users to navigate without learning
new conventions.
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Usability refers to sites that are well-organized, easy to navigate, designed with the
consumer in mind, and rigorously tested. These sites allow marketers to deliver the
product message to their target markets. Sites that fail to meet these objectives will
be abandoned by frustrated users.

Usability also refers to how easy it is to complete tasks, such as purchasing an item
or scheduling a meeting. Usability is influenced by site organization, following
convention, features of the site, fonts, and colors. Both usability and graphic design
are subsets of information design. However, they overlap and reinforce one
another.

The most recognizable name in usability is Jakob Nielsen.Nielsen has written
numerous books and articles, and has spoken publicly on the subject of website
usability. His website is www.useit.com. Yet, Nielsen’s own website sacrifices visual
appeal for usability. So are usability and creativity at opposite ends of the
spectrum? The solution is to balance the two for the betterment of both.

Ultimately, we need a way to evaluate how usable a site is. Nielsen has developed specific design elements to look for
in a website. This site demonstrates how to properly balance usability and creativity in a website.
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The Importance of the Homepage

Potential customers typically look at a company’s website before doing business
with them. The first site page they come across is the homepage, and the design and
usability of the homepage can make or break a possible business deal. The following
list compiled by Jakob Nielsen is composed of ten things that can be used to
increase the usability of a homepage and, therefore, enhance your website business
value.All of these guidelines are quoted from Jakob Nielsen, Top Ten Guidelines for
Site Usability, copyright © 2003-2007, ISSN 1548-5552.

Images were placed by the authors to illustrate Nielsen’s concepts.

Usability in Action. The site above exhibits good graphic design and usability. The site below does not.
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Make the Site’s Purpose Clear: Explain Who You Are and What
You Do
1. Include a One-Sentence Tagline

Start the page with a tagline that summarizes what the site or company does,
especially if you’re new or less than famous. Even well-known companies
presumably hope to attract new customers and should tell first-time visitors about
the site’s purpose. It is especially important to have a good tagline if your
company’s general marketing slogan is bland and fails to tell users what they’ll gain
from using the site.

2. Write a Window Title with Good Visibility in Search Engines and
Bookmark Lists

Begin the TITLE tag with the company name, followed by a brief description of the
site. Don’t start with words like “The” or “Welcome to” unless you want to be
alphabetized under “T” or “W.”

3. Group All Corporate Information in One Distinct Area

Finding out about the company is rarely a user’s first task, but sometimes people do
need details about who you are. Good corporate information is especially important
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if the site hopes to support recruiting, investor relations, or PR, but it can also serve
to increase a new or lesser-known company’s credibility. An “About <company-
name>” section is the best way to link users to more in-depth information than can
be presented on the homepage. [See also my report with 50 guidelines for the
design of “about us” areas of corporate websites.]

Usability principles in action: 1. Include a one-sentence tagline. 2. Write a window title with good visibility in search
engines and bookmark lists. 3. Group all corporate information in one distinct area.

Help Users Find What They Need
4. Emphasize the Site’s Top High-Priority Tasks

Your homepage should offer users a clear starting point for the main one to four
tasks they’ll undertake when visiting your site.

5. Include a Search Input Box

Search is an important part of any big website. When users want to search, they
typically scan the homepage looking for “the little box where I can type,” so your
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search should be a box. Make your search box at least 25 characters wide, so it can
accommodate multiple words without obscuring parts of the user’s query.

[Update: Based on more recent findings, my recommendation is now to make the
search box 27 characters wide. This and other new guidelines are covered in my
tutorial on fundamental Guidelines for Web Usability at the User Experience 2007
conference in Las Vegas and Barcelona.]

Usability principles in action: 4. Emphasize the site’s top high-priority tasks. 5. Include a search input box.

Reveal Site Content
6. Show Examples of Real Site Content

Don’t just describe what lies beneath the homepage. Specifics beat abstractions, and
you have good stuff. Show some of your best or most recent content.

7. Begin Link Names with the Most Important Keyword

Users scan down the page, trying to find the area that will serve their current goal.
Links are the action items on a homepage, and when you start each link with a
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relevant word, you make it easier for scanning eyes to differentiate it from other
links on the page. A common violation of this guideline is to start all links with the
company name, which adds little value and impairs users’ ability to quickly find
what they need.

8. Offer Easy Access to Recent Homepage Features

Users will often remember articles, products, or promotions that were featured
prominently on the homepage, but they won’t know how to find them once you
move the features inside the site. To help users locate key items, keep a short list of
recent features on the homepage and supplement it with a link to a permanent
archive of all other homepage features.

Usability principles in action: 6. Show examples of real site content. 7. Begin link names with the most important
keyword 8. Offer easy access to recent homepage features.

Chapter 5 Planning Usable Websites: Design a Website to Market the App

5.1 Top Ten Guidelines for Site Usability 100



Use Visual Design to Enhance, Not Define, Interaction Design
9. Don’t Over-Format Critical Content, Such as Navigation Areas

You might think that important homepage items require elaborate illustrations,
boxes, and colors. However, users often dismiss graphics as ads and focus on the
parts of the homepage that look more likely to be useful.

10. Use Meaningful Graphics

Don’t just decorate the page with stock art. Images are powerful communicators
when they show items of interest to users, but will backfire if they seem frivolous or
irrelevant. For example, it’s almost always best to show photos of real people
actually connected to the topic, rather than pictures of models.

Designing in the Real World—Putting Usability in Context

As important as usability is—it is only a piece of the design process. How are
websites designed in the real world? A professional team might include some or
all of the following individuals:

• The brand planner devises the marketing strategy.
• The copywriters and designers produce the creative material for

the site.
• The project manager schedules the other individuals on the site’s

team, determines how much their time will costs and maintains
the budget.

• The database manager ensures that the system ties in smoothly
with the backend database. Typically, all of the content is stored in
a database and then formatted for the screen.

• Usability experts ensure that the information architecture or site
organization is logical, customer focused, and consistent.

• The testing members of the team run the site through its paces to
catch errors before releasing it to the public.
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Usability principles in action: 9. Don’t over-format critical content, such as navigation areas. 10. Use meaningful
graphics.

Designing the Class App Store

This chapter has shown examples from the homepage of the Class App store. But
what about your pages? To be thematically consistent your pages must follow a
consistent structure. The key is to roughly maintain the structure as well as
thematic colors from the home page of the store. The user should always be aware
that he or she is on the same site. Here is a guide to follow:
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Because the web does not enforce interface standards, it is all the more
important to follow established conventions.

• You should design your website for a specific target market while
ensuring that you follow usability standards.

• Jakob Nielsen is a recognized leader in usability standards. He has found
that a surprising number of websites do not follow standards.

• Usability is important but it is only one factor in the design process.

QUESTIONS  AND EXERCISES

1. Examine a website of your choice and grade it against each of the
Nielsen usability principles on a scale of 1 to 10 for each dimension.
Then total up the dimensions to create a composite score for the site.
Provide a short comment to justify each of your grades.

2. Explain how each of the C.R.A.P. principles relates to the usability of a
website.
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