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Navigation—arguably the most powerful metaphor of the web—has
become so much a part of the online experience that we no longer even
realize that technically we don’t “go” to a web site, but rather the site comes to
us. But even though it is technically inaccurate, the concept of going to
places on the web is more natural to us because we can form a conceptual
model of navigating the web by likening it to something familiar—moving
around in a physical space.

The implications of this metaphor in design are profound. In order to let the
users be successful in applying the navigational model to browsing the web,
the attributes of navigating a physical space—landmarks, paths, “you are
here” signs, and even tracks (or breadcrumbs)—must be implemented in the
web navigation model.

Components of navigation systems

It is important to remember that no matter what shape a link takes on, it is
just a link—a pointer to another location within the site or the web. There
are basically two major types of links: associative and structural.' Associative
links point to more information about something that’s related to the user’s
current context. Structural links, on the other hand, “systematically point to
other levels of the site structure as well as to siblings or children in a
hierarchy.” Unlike associative links, structural links can enable the user to
form a mental map of the site’s content architecture, not just its hypertext

structure.

Depending on where and how it appears, a structural link can either stand on
its own or be a part of high-level navigation, low-level navigation, utilities,
breadcrumbs, a site map, etc. While structural links are what is commonly
referred to as navigation, both types of links along with tools for faceted
browsing, winnowing, searching, filtering, sorting, paging and browser-
provided controls constitute a complete navigation system.

' While Jakob Nielsen identified a third type of a link—embedded—it is nothing
more than a subtype of an associative link, as I will explain later.

? Nielsen, Jakob. “Designing Web Usability: The Practice of Simplicity” (New Riders,
2000), p. 195.
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High-level navigation

Also known as global nav, high-level nav allows users to “move” within the

site’s structure. It shows which section or category the users are “in” (a “you

are here” indicator) and what other sections/categories are available directly
from this page. Simple enough.

Here are a few attributes of a good high-level navigation tool:

> Consistent between pages: use the same design, size, placement, etc. This is

JCPenney.com’s
home page:

A typical interior page at JCPenney.com:
This page shares most of its structural
links with home page, but most of them
have either “migrated” to a different
location or taken on a different look.
The two pages are so different, in fact,
that is seems jcpenney.com’s designers
tried to make them as different as they
could on purpose.

a no-brainer for all pages except the home page and the process pages like

the checkout. However, there is merit to making the high-level navigation

on the home page look as close to the high-level nav on the subpages as

possible. It simply does not make sense to ask the user coming from the

home page to adjust to a new high-level nav layout.

JCPenney.com’s home and “interior” pages are an extreme example of this.

If you compare their home page and subpages you will notice that many of

the same elements are in different locations, have a different visual
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Loads quickly. This guideline applies mostly to sites that use Flash for
navigation. Flash navigation may load quickly enough over a broadband
connection, but over a slower connection the download delay can keep
navigation from displaying until long after the rest of the page has loaded.
Why is it important for navigation to load quickly? After all, isn’t it the
content that is most important to the users? The answer is two-fold:

- quick-loading navigation is important for the same reason as quick-
loading pages are: to create a smooth browsing experience, where system

response times are short enough that the user’s focus remains on the task.

- one of the purposes of navigation on a web site is to show “what’s there.”
Sites that take too long to do this will aggravate their users.

Has clear “you are here” indicators. In most cases giving the current
location a graphical treatment that is different from all other options in the
same group (and removing the link) works well. “You are here”-indicated
nav link must stand out, but at the same time look similar enough to its
siblings. The indicator is clearly too subtle at bloomingdales.com (hint: it’s
“men”):

home page Women men  generation yes accessories

A better solution for Bloomingdales.com would have been to place a
pointer next to the nav link. Here’s one possibility:

home page WOmen men  generation yes accessories
-

Nzgirl.com paints itself into a corner as far as “you are here” signs go with

alternating backgrounds for its primary nav links. As a result it chooses to
avoid the signs altogether:

&° relationships
Jo says

few
B o
i
- (] ETI
b CH ¥

Ask a Life Coach! SRR RIS
Andrea Molloy is a trained and accredited Aspirations Life

Coach here to answer your guestions!

more =

Tabs are arguably the best to use if clear “you are here” signs are required:

male logic
heart 2 heart

classify your man

if they’re drawn correctly it is clear which one is selected (see the
petsmart.com example on page 79 ahead). See Steve Krug’s “Don’t Make
Me Think” for instructions on how to draw “tabby” tabs.
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A counterpoint: Mark Hurst and the page paradigm?

Several years ago | read the “Holiday '99 E-Commerce” report by Creative Good'’s
co-founder, Mark Hurst, where he introduced the page paradigm. It is based on the
observation that “most customers go page by page through the shopping experience,
not thinking too much about pages they’ve seen previously.” The paradigm states
that “On any given page, customers will do one of two things: EITHER click on
something that appears to take them closer to their goal, OR click the Back button.”

The paradigm, as it is defined by Hurst, is not surprising given the studies showing
time and again that:

+ most online user behavior is highly goal-driven;

+ most users don’t make optimal decisions, but satisfice, choosing the first option
that looks promising.
What is surprising, however, is that Mark’s observations led him to the conclusion
that “navigation bars (‘navbars’), toolbars, and other features [...] are totally
irrelevant to the customer.”

Does the fact that users pay little attention to navigation tools negate their
usefulness? Absolutely not! In fact, one of the virtues of a well-designed navigation
tool is unobtrusiveness: it fades from the users’ consciousness, letting them
concentrate on the page’s main content and their task.

In order to understand the role of structural navigation keep in mind that what goes
on in our subconscious as we move around the site is similar to what happens when
we move around in physical space: we form a mental model of the site just like we
form a model of our environment. We simply can’t avoid it—it is one of those innate
human processes. Therefore, a set of navigational tools that clearly shows how the
site is organized, where we are within it, and where we have been is instrumental in
our understanding of the site’s information space.

| must point out that Mark’s unorthodox conclusion is not completely unfounded.
Remember that it is based on user testing of eCommerce sites, where navigating
often takes a back seat to another type of behavior: performing actions (or
completing processes). On an eCommerce site, finding a product and going through
the checkout are the corresponding examples. In fact, on most sites a user can find
a product and place the order while avoiding structural navigation tools altogether:
search for a product from the home page (or click a featured product to speed things
up), click the one you want in the list of search results, place it in the cart, and
complete the checkout. Judging from my own experience user-testing eCommerce
sites | suspect that this what might have happened during at least some of Mark’s
tests.

The bottom line, then, is that structural navigation tools are essential in letting the
users make sense, or form a good conceptual model, of a web site’s information
space.

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com
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> Reveals the site’s hypertext structure and content architecture. In most

cases navigation naturally reveals both, because it is based on them.

However, the visual appearance must reinforce the logical relationships

within the site’s hypertext and content. The design of petsmart.com’s high-

level nav clearly places visual and logical organizations at odds, as the

caption on the right explains:

bird | bwild bired

rish | reptile

small pet

One of the clearest ways to show hierarchical relationships is by using a

tree, because trees are the most common way to visualize a hierarchy both

online and off. In fact, the relationships implied by a tree presentation are

so powerful they can indicate a hierarchical relationship even where the

other visual cues fail to do so. Notice how indentation makes the

hierarchical relationship among rides.org’s nav items clearer:

Original:

Employer Services

Commute Options

mebyal Add indents and reinforce the
Transit ‘“you are here” indicator.

Revised:

Home
Employer Services

Commute Options

Vanpool

Transit

>
>

Commute Incentives

Lots, Lanes & Links
Commute Research
Commute Calculator

Commute Incentives

Lots, Lanes & Links
Commute Research
Commute Calculator

Of course, as Bob Baxley notes in “Making the Web Work,” trees have a
few disadvantages such as (a) shifting visual relationships among the items

(due to expanding/contracting nature of trees) and (b) limited scalability
(due to the tree extending below “the fold”). While these disadvantages
may make trees more appropriate for smaller sites, it is up to the designer

to determine whether the clarity of a tree presentation outweighs its

drawbacks.

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com

High-level nav at petsmart.com:
Because the tab and the area below
it share the same background color,
there is an implied logical connection
between the tab title and the links
below. However, only the “Answers”
link goes to a page tailored
specifically to each kind of pet; the
others link to pages that are the same
regardless of which pet tab is chosen.
Remember false affordances from
Chapter 1? This is an example.

Does the “home” link go to the site's
home or each pet’s “home?” The
latter is implied, yet is not the case
here: the home link goes to
petsmart.com’s home.

Clarifying the hierarchy at rides.com.
The problem here is that, based on
the visual cues alone, it is difficult to
notice the relationship between
“Commute Options” and the links
below it. Indenting the six commute
options links makes the relationship
clearer: you don't even have to read
the labels to tell how the blue links
are related to the red link.

A further ehancement could actually
come in the form of a de-hancement:
changing the ‘Carpool’ link’s color
and background back to match the
other five items:

Commute Options

» Carpool
Vanpool
Transit
Bike
Walk
Telecommute

The point: don't layer many “you are
here” indicators onto a single control.
Use as few as possible while
presenving clarity.
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> Is unobtrusive. The purpose of high-level navigation is to get a user to the
content or a beginning of a task. Once there, the user should be able to
“tune out” navigation to better concentrate on the content or the task.
Some studies show that users already tend to look at the page content
rather than navigation when a new page loads. All we have to do here is
help them by creating a clear visual separation between navigation and
content. An older design of getconnected.com achieves this by setting the
high-level navigation against a dark background, while keeping the main
content area’s background white:

Phone detail page at getconnected.com:

The dark, desaturated colors used for ) GETCONNECTED"

: S C & Shop for Great Deal
the primary navigation background keep ompare op for Lreat Dea's
it visually separated from the content. Internet |

Boston, MA 02114

Nokia 3360 (AT&T)

Price With Plan:  $99.99
Total availzhle rebates: -§130.00
Your Price with Plan & Rebate: Free

= view accessories for this phone

Shopping

Iz
Description

Introducing the Nokia 3360 phone. Change its style and attitude at a
morment's notice. Personalize the way it rings. The way it looks.
Change everything. Or not. It's all about you, One-button Navi Key
that provides guick, one button access to features. On-screen help,
Resources large backlit screen. Phone book will store up to 100 names and
numbers, 3 games, clock with alarm, paging. “ersatile range of
accessories.

Features

e Changeable front and back color covers
o Alarm clock = view all available phones
« 25ring tones a -

Specificat
« Upto 10 downloadable ring tones pectiicafions
» Craate your awn ring tone Color Black
e 3 games featuring vibra-shock Talk Time 210 min.
e Includes: Standard MiMH Battery, AC Adapter, Headset \igh Features Mo
Rehate Information Gz Me.ssaging iES
* Receive an $80 mail-in rebate fram AT&T when you purchase g;i;n;g{ﬁﬂ:w Mo
any AT&T Yireless serice plan $29.99 or higher with a 2-year Di w5l
contract. Or receive a $40 mail-in rebate from AT&T when you imensians = n.1a
purchase any AT&T YWireless serice plan §29.99 or higher with a eight 4.8 0z
1-year contract. "Expires 1/26/02 Made Tri-Made

Standby Tirme 260 hrs.
= Receive a $50 mail-in rebate from GetConnected when you

purchase any phone and activate any serice plan $29.99 or higher Technology [ULELE O
through GetConnected. *Expires 11/30/1

PY P Contrast not only reinforces the logical distinction among navigation and
° @ Py the content, but also allows the user to locate each one very quickly. In
fact, given enough contrast, the boundary between navigation and content
o area can be detected preattentively, that is, without the need for focused
p y
® attention. This “preattentive processing” is what allows you to immediatel
° p P g Yy Y
® detect the red dot in the image on the left.
o ® o
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In the case of getconnected.com nav design, there is an additional
advantage. Believe it or not, there a Gestalt principle of figure-ground,
particularly something called “figure-ground reversal,” at work here.
Notice that all of navigation text is light on a dark background (with the
exception of the breadcrumbs), while the body text is dark on a light
background. Since the text letters are much smaller than the background
on which they appear the Gestalt principle of figure-ground explains why
they will always be perceived as “figure” while their background will always
be “ground.”

“Figure-ground reversal”—where it is difficult to determine which area is
figure and which is ground—is something that usually happens when the
areas occupied by figure and ground are similar in size. The drawing on
the right takes advantage of this ambiguity. The thing that interests us in
the drawing is not merely that you can see either a vessel or two faces, but
that you can’t see them at the same time (just as your attention can only
focus on one thing at a time). That is, there is a perceptual shift that occurs
as you alternate between seeing the faces and the vessel. Here’s what I
mean:

fijithat occurs when you switch hetween reading
white an ds an white hackground.

On getconnected.com this perceptual shift prevents the viewer from
“accidentally” reading the navigation text until she makes a conscious
decision to do so.

Low-level navigation

“If the purpose of high-level navigation is to allow users to establish a
context, the purpose of low-level navigation is to allow them to get around

inside that context.”

The exact place in the site’s structure where high-level
nav ends and the low-level nav begins is a gray area. For example, on an
eCommerce site the links to products on a product list page can be
considered low-level navigation. Here “the context” is the product category.
On the other hand, if the context is the actual product, then the high-level
nav are all the links you need to click to get to the product detail page,
whereas the low-level nav are the links that let you find out more about that

product.

’ Baxley, Bob. “Making the Web Work: Designing Effective Web Applications” (New
Riders, 2003), p. 214. This book is by far the most comprehensive and best-
organized treatment of web interface design I have seen. Highly recommended.

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com
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Product detail page at crutchfield.com:
The dark, desaturated colors used for
the primary navigation background keep
it visually separated from the content.

Another point to be made here is about
the “you are here” indicator in the
primary nav: the highlighted option
looks so different from the other items

in the same list that the connection
between them is almost lost. A simple
pointer would have worked better here.

High-level nav — more :
contrast with the page
background. 1

1

Low-level nav — less :
contrast with the page
background. L

1

“Tabbier” tabs at crutchfield.com:

| have “tuned” Crutchfield’s tabs to
make it clearer which tab is selected
and which are “hiding” behind the
current view.

1
1
1
1
l'
1
i

Regardless of where you draw the line, low-level navigation is logically closer
to the actual content than the high-level nav. This difference should echo in
the appearance of the two navs. For example, since contrast is often used to
differentiate elements, the lack of contrast can be used to relate them.
Crutchfield.com’s product detail page is a great example of this:

FIND SOLUTIONS 1-868-955-6000

Audio/Video & Electronics
CRL-ITCHFIEI-DW,TI The best selection and service for 29 years @ it @ YR L SR CYELE
HOME | SITEMAP | INFOCENTER |  WHY CHODSE CRUTCHFIELD? | E-MAILDEALS | FREECATALOG
Find Solutions %] Product | (Gl o RATE = EMAL

SBArch  Euter kayword or catalog item number
Shop » Receivers, Speakers, Home AV » Receivers & S

Denon AVR-4802 A/V Receiver
THX Ultra, THX Surround EX, DTS-ES, Dolby® Digital save $500! Was §2,499.99, Now: $1,999.99

1-888-955-6000 13

» Home Theater Receivers » Denon AVR-4802 AV Receiver

Get your FREE
Crutchfield catalog!
N, —Siick here
AY

Buy from Crutchfield Ite

In Stock Qur Price - $1,999.99
As low as $50.00/mo Financing Details

= ADD TO CART

OR.. (B SVE er

Crutchfield
Guarantees & Services

elick to find out more

SAVE!
BUY THIS ITEM FROM OUR GUTLET STORE! (B0}

ODLCTS
tFits My Car?

Car Audio & Video 1

59 SAVE!
BUY THIS ITEM FROM SCRATCH AND DENT! (0]

Installannn
-

~
[\l Custom Car Accessories / (Demwleu | aﬂnur;e [Feamms ‘[ What's M QOther liems M Learn About ‘ A
otos

Info & Specs || Included | You May Need || This Category Vi
-

Staggering home
theater power and
versatility!

For $2,300 more,

guarantee of sdiperbly cinematic home 1heater perfurmaﬂce

This receivef packs on-board decoding far THX Surround EX, DTS-ES, and Dolby
Digital endaded DvDs, plus a variety of ways — DTS Neo:B, Pra Lagic Il, and Denan's
Widescien 7.1 — ta get thrilling multichannel sound out of stereo and Dolby-encaded
sourced. For pristine execution of all this high-end digital processing, the AVR-4802's y
DDHG-Digital (Dynamic Discrete Surround Circuit) configuration utilizes two advanced ;Tuwgws
jZ’h\t SHARC processors a170 wetts x 7

- = 3-ro0mi3-source output

Immense power reserves — 125 full-bandwidth-rated watts x 7 channels —
maximize the dynamics and impact of every source. Back-panel highlights include 3
compaonent video inputs, & digital inputs, 8 AN inputs, and an RS-232C port for future
upgradability. And the AVR-4802's duakroom/dual-source capability lets you and &
housemate each enjoy a different source in two different areas of your home

* video conversion

= chargerhase station for
remate that also adds RF
capabilty

=12 conventional digital inputs
pluz & Denon Digital Link input

simultaneously!

Here, the page background contrasts more with the high-level nav buttons
(along the left edge) than with the low-level nav (the tabs below the product
photo and the “buy” button). This creates a visual hierarchy that reinforces
the logical relationship that exists among the different levels of navigation
and the page content.

Another thing you’ll notice in the screenshot is the use of tabs for low-level
nav. Tabs work well to show different views of the same product because this
is similar to how they have been used in desktop software. The only thing I
would change here is to make the tabs look a little “tabbier”:

Essential

Info

Detailed | More Features || What's QOther ltems Learn About
{ Info M Photos M & Specs M Included ‘[ You May Need M This Category ‘

Welcome to the upper echelon of Denan's receiver linel The AVR-4802's built-in processing and amplification meet
Lucasfilm’s rigorous THX Ultra standards — a guarantee of superbly cinematic home theater performance.
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Amazon.com’s low-level nav on the product detail page takes the form of a
simple, boxed-in list of links down the left side of the page (the “book
information” box). Using tabs here would have been particularly impractical
because (1) tabs are already used for high-level nav, and (2) there is so much
content at the top of the page that it would push the tabs below “the fold,”
drastically reducing their effectiveness.

Amazon Exclusivel!

amazon.com. & VIEW CART | WISHLIST | ( YOURACCOUNT) | HELP .

Order a Seqway now! _ == 03 [

Ii's only at Amazon 2 PAUL'S A\ APPAREL & T0¥S & SEE MORE il
© WELCOME ETEY ¢ EssoRies | ELECTRONICS | GawEs | MUSIC m STORES e .

BROWSE
SUBJECTS

CORPORATE
ACCOUNTS

E-BOOKS BARGAIN
& DOCS BODKS

USED
SEARCH BESTSELLERS MAGAZINES BOOKS

Restrictions apply
CZEEE Search Engine Visibility
by Shari Thi
@ List Price: $23.53 or

Price: $20.99 & eligible for FREE Super Saver Sign in to turn on 1-Click

buying info

editorial reviews

o Used & new from $16.99

Shipping on orders over $25. See details. [ ordering,
P et o ) MORE BUYING CHOICES
Availability: Usually ships within 24 hours

Used & new from $16.99

Havs ane to =sell?| Sell yours here

Customer reviews

zze lsrgerphoto  Edition: Paperback

tahle of contents Add to Wish List

» See more product details (_Add to Wedding Registry }
Don't have ane?
we'll set one up for you,

RECENTLY VIEWED ITEMS

@ The Lord of the
Rings Trilogy
Gift Set by 1. R.
R. Tolkien, Rob
Inglis (Marrator)

Great Buy

Buy this book with Search Engine Optimization on an Extreme Budget by Nonstop Internet today!
H =3 Buy Together Today: $30.94

@ Buy both now! |

b See more in the
Page You Made

Utilities

Sometimes called courtesy navigation, utilities usually take the form of a
small nav bar or a list of links consistently pointing to locations outside the
site’s primary structure. They are usually less prominent than high-level nav
and appear even further away from the content area of the page—usually at
the very top of a page—visually reinforcing their lack of a strong relationship
to anything else on the page. You can clearly see the special appearance and
placement of the utilities at crutchfield.com (previous page).

Amazon.com goes a step further in the design of its utility links: not only are
they different and out of the way, but some of them even get a distinct visual
treatment. For example, the “your account” link looks like a button and the
shopping cart link is adorned with it’s very own shopping cart icon. These
visual distinctions make the links easier to locate at a glance. I bet that after
going to “your account” a few times you won’t even need to read the words
on the button. Instead you will use your spatial memory to locate the utilities
on the page and will almost preattentively choose the correct button (because
of its contrast with other links and buttony appearance).

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com
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Button or link: “Your Account” utility link on Amazon.com?
The classical distinction between links and buttons is straightforward: as Eric Eaton
puts it in his book “Designing Web Site Interactive Elements,” “a button
accomplishes something, while a link references something. Clicking on a button
should result in an expected progression through a task, or the initiation of a
process that is directly related to the interface.”

The important thing to realize here is that this definition is based on the distinction
as seen from the point of view of the user. That is, from the user’s point of view,
some work is done (be it on the part of the system or the user) when he clicks a
button, whereas no work is done (merely a movement to a new page) when he clicks
a link. Link and button labels reflect this as well: link labels should not contain
verbs, whereas button labels must.

This definition naturally makes for some gray areas. Enter the “Your Account”
button on amazon.com. Based on the button’s title alone the user might expect to
simply move to a different area of the site, in which case it should be simple link.
However, the activities in the “Your Account” section (tracking orders, changing
settings, etc.) are totally different from browsing for products. Therefore, a case
can be made that the button signals a departure from browsing for products, and
the initiation of an account management process.

What do | think? The link to “Your Account” should not look like a button, just like
most links that get you to the start of a process. However, there is merit to giving it
a distinct visual treatment to make it easier to notice at a glance.

Breadcrumbs

Breadcrumbs is a generic term for a series of links attached to an object or a
page that either (a) indicate how it fits into the site’s structure and/or (b)
what the user clicked to get to the current page. Keith Instone, an
information architect at IBM and a breadcrumb guru, has grouped
breadcrumbs into the following three categories:

> Path breadcrumbs, which are the only ones bearing a direct resemblance to
their namesake—Hansel and Gretel’s breadcrumbs. Path breadcrumbs tell
the user how he got to the current page by showing the names of the last
handful of pages he visited. While this sounds like a useful tool in theory,
path breadcrumbs are rarely used because:

- browsers do a pretty good job of keeping track of the pages the user visits;
- most users don’t even care where they’ve been on the site;

- path breadcrumbs confuse users who are otherwise accustomed to seeing
the overwhelmingly more popular location breadcrumbs.

Therefore, I advise against using path breadcrumbs.

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com
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> Location breadcrumbs, which show the location of the current page within
the site’s structure. Because every item in the breadcrumb chain is linked,
they also allow the user to move up to higher levels in the hierarchy. Ifa
level in a web site’s content hierarchy can be likened to a floor in a building,
then the location breadcrumbs work like an elevator.

Design considerations for location breadcrumbs:

- Place them above the page content, but avoid the top edge of the page,
especially above ad banners—no one will notice them there.

- Include a “home” link at the beginning of the breadcrumb chain. I prefer
doing this instead of using the words “You are here,” because the home
link not only identifies the chain as breadcrumbs almost as effectively,
but is also a useful link in itself (see an example from yahoo.com on the
next page).

- Separate the breadcrumb items using a symbol that visually reinforces the
logical relationship among them. A greater than sign (“>”) or an arrow

« »

v”) work well for both hierarchies and faceted browsing systems.

- Prevent the chain from wrapping if possible, but don’t eliminate the
items or abbreviate them: this would make the breadcrumbs much more
confusing than any amount of wrapping. If you can’t prevent wrapping,
control it by keeping the words in multi-word items together with the
<nobr> tag.

> Attribute breadcrumbs. These are basically a special case of location
breadcrumbs: they indicate the position of a unit of content—rather than
an entire page—in a hierarchy. One situation where this can be
particularly useful is on a search results page, where attribute breadcrumbs
can point to the category where each matching item lives. This lets the user
locate and explore the entire category to which the item of interest belongs.

Multiple chains of attribute breadcrumbs can be used for items that “live”
in several categories at once. The items in Amazon.com’s ambiguous,
highly cross-listed product hierarchy lend themselves nicely to multiple
attribute breadcrumb chains. For example, the product detail page for the
item pictured on page 83 has two sets of attribute breadcrumbs:

Look for similar books by subject:
Browise for books in:

e Subjects > Computers & Intermet > Web Development = Internet Commerce > Web Site Design
e Subjects = Computers 8 Internet = General

“Envisioning Information” has nine attribute breadcrumb chains (see page
66 in the previous chapter). In fact, because most products on
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Hungry for more breadcrumb
design tips? You'll find a very
comprehensive list in Steve Krug's
“Don't Make Me Think.”
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Directory Category Matches for “movie
reviews” at yahoo.com:

Yahoo.com’s designers have abbreviated
the actual path to each category from the
home page to arrive at these compact
attribute breadcrumbs. Considering the
alternative—a long and unwieldy chain—
these breadcrumbs work well.

“Movie and Film Soundtracks >
Reviews” at yahoo.com:

Or is it “Home > Entertainment >
Movies and Film > Film Music >
Soundtracks > Reviews"?

It's both! The two-link attribute
breadcrumb chain from the “directory
category matches” acts as a page title
here. Meanwhile, the location
breadcrumbs are doing what they are
supposed to do: show the exact path
to this page from home.

«l: » . .
amazon.com “live” in several categories, there are no location

breadcrumbs: which chain would you choose?

Unlike location breadcrumbs, attribute breadcrumbs still work—though

not as well—if only a portion of the complete path to the top-level category

is shown. This approach can save considerable screen “real estate” while

still tapping into the awesome, yet inconspicuous cross-selling power of

attribute breadcrumbs.

Yahoo.com takes an interesting approach to attribute breadcrumbs in the

“Directory Category Matches” section of their search results pages. Instead

of displaying the entire chain—which can take up two full lines as location

breadcrumbs—they create a shorter one using the most salient two or three

keywords. For example, here are some directory category matches for

“movie reviews”:

Search Results |mDvie reviews Search

Advanced Search
About These Results

Your search: movie reviews

Search in: The Web | Directory | News

Directory Category Matches 4-19 of 19 Eirst Page | Previous 3

« Public Access TY Shows = Movie Reviews

« Movies and Film Reviews = Reviews for Parents

« Movies and Film Reviews = Capsule Reviews

« Home Video = Reviews

« Movies and Film Reviews = Review Hubs

« Movies and Film = Humorous Reviews

« Movies and Film Reviews = Counterpoint Reviews

« Hong Kong Movies = Reviews

o

Shop at B&N.com
. Bookstore

- Music
-DVD & Video
- Texthooks

Free Shipping on
Orders of 2 or more.
Bee details.

Yahoo! Directory

Movies and Film Soundtracks > Reviews

Home = Entertainment = Movies and Film = Filrn Music » Soundtracks » Reviews

Inside Yahoo!
s Yahoo! Movies - showtimes, trailers, photos, reviews, and more.
Site Listings

s Cinemusic Online - with composer mterviews, soundtrack reviews, mystery
clip contest, and more.

I Search |
Help
& the WWeb  just this category

Advanced Search

More Yahoo!

Featured Categony: Anger

IManagement
Jackis back.

Trailers and Clips
get a sneak peek.

¥l Shopping: Video and
VD

s Filtm Score Bundowns - prowides cue-by-cue analysis of film and television
scores. Organized by composer.

» Filmtracks Modem Soundtrack Eewiews - reviews of current film scores,
tribstes to the best modern composers, and mformation about collecting
soundtrack CDs.

o DMlowie MWusic TE - film music reviews, composer bographies and more.

Terminator 3
photos of Ah-nold and
COMPany.

¥ Buzz Index: Movies
popular searches

© 2003 — 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com




navigation design

87

The only possible source of confusion here could be that the attribute and

location breadcrumbs don’t match, but from my own experience I can’t see

many people getting confused here. In fact, a user moving quickly through
these pages will likely pay no attention to this discrepancy: as long as what
they clicked matches where they ended up, they are happy. If the page is
not what they thought it would be, they can always click “back,” search
again, or use the location breadcrumbs to go up a few levels.

Another thing to notice about yahoo.com’s attribute breadcrumbs is that
the entire chain rather than the individual element is linked. In general,
this should be avoided because it reduces the ability of attribute
breadcrumbs to allow the user to jump to any level in the breadcrumb
chain. For example, on amazon.com each attribute breadcrumb link is
individually linked for maximum flexibility.

Site map

A site map visualizes the organization of a site by showing the logical
relationship among the site’s top-level sections and subsections. While Mark
Hurst would argue that “customers do not care about site maps,” I believe a
site map is an important tool for a user who is lost or simply wants to get an
overview the entire site.

If you decide to use a dynamically expandable outline-style (or tree-style) site
map make sure that at least one level of categories is show by default. Here’s
an example of what not to do from usabilitysciences.com:

Expand all | Collapse All

2 UsC WEBSITE

* Mark Hurst. “Holiday ’99 E-Commerce” report, www.creativegood.com.
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The site map at usabilitysciences.com:
Completely collapsed site map +
absent page title + no “you are here”
indicators = where am 1?

In addition, notice how much more
difficult the nav bar labels are to scan
quickly because their text is slanted.
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Self-popping vs. user-prompted
popup windows.

Users hate windows that pop up by
themselves. What's more, users
are so used to these things being
useless that many will close the

popup without reading its contents.

This does not mean that all pop up
windows get booted by the user as
soon as they appear. For example,
| have never seen a user “kill” a
window which appeared as a direct
results of the user’s action,
especially when it was expected.
The key here, then, is to make sure
the user can anticipate the popup
window and see the connection
between the window and his own
actions.

Types of links

Breaking structural links into
standalone and embedded is not
necessary since the vast majority
of structural links are standalone.
In fact, you should not embed
structural links into body text as it
will create inconsistencies in
placement and appearance of
these links among pages.

One of the most important things a site map should do, but rarely does, is to
tell the user where he is on the site. This, of course, requires that the site map
appears in the same context as the current page. Sending the user to a site
map “page” means the user will leave the current context and will always be
on the site map page when viewing it. The solution is to use a popup window
for the site map: the user stays on the page (context is preserved) and the
page’s location can be easily passed to the site map window.

There are many more things to consider when creating site maps. You can
Site Map Usability” alertbox

>«

find quite a handful of them in Jakob Nielsen’s
at www.useit.com/alertbox/20020106.html.

Associative links

You can easily distinguish between structural and associative links by
answering the question: does this link help me understand how this site is
organized? Ifit does, then it is a structural link, if not—most likely the link’s
target it is on a different “branch” of the hierarchy or a different site
altogether—then you have an associative link. If the associative link is a part
of a sentence or a sentence fragment, then it is an embedded associative link.
If it is not, then it is a standalone associative link.

Types ?f Links:
[ |

Structural links Associative links

- show how the site or section of the - point to more info about their
site is organized; context.

- consistent among pages in
appearance, location on page, etc.

Embedded associative links
- associative links that appear as
linked parts of body copy.

Standalone associative links
- associative links that appear
outside of main body copy.

Here are a few tips for creating better associative links:

> Embedded vs. standalone. The first thing you have to decide is which links
should be embedded and which should be standalone. Making this
decision in advance will enable you to make the most out of the advantages
of each link type. So instead of simply taking a page’s text content and
arbitrarily linking juicy terms and passages, consider whether a link should
be left inside a paragraph or pulled out of it.
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Here are some advantages of standalone over embedded associative links:

- More layout flexibility: they can be placed in a box, grouped neatly, given
a group title, etc.

- Their labels do not have to fit into the sentence where they appear,
making labeling more flexible.

- They are easier to scan in large numbers, provided they are aligned
properly. Here’s an example of what not to do from lowes.com:

Hardware Heating and Cooling

Air Conditioner/Portable Fans, Ceiling
Fans, Cleaners & Gaskets, Decorative
Cutdoor Heat, Electric Fireplaces,
Electric Heaters, Evaporative Coolers,
Evaporative Cooler Accessaries,
Fireplace Access., Fireplace Grates,
Furnace Filters, Gas Heater
ficcessories, Gas Logs Access., Glass
Fireplace Dioors, Hearth
SetsfAccessories, Heating, Heating
Accessories, Kerosene Accessaries,
Log Racks, Portable Kerosene
Construction Heaters, Portable LP
Construction Heaters, Went-Free Gas
Fireplaces, Went-Free Gas Heaters,
Went-Free Gas Stowes, Vented Gas
Logs, Wentilation, Stove Boards, Wood
Heaters

Cabinet Hardware, Child Safety and
Protection, Door Hardware, Door
Hardware Accessories, Fire
Extinquishers & Escape Ladders,
Flashlights, Sarage Door Openears &
Accessories, General Purpose Batteries,
Ladders, House Murnbers, Mailboxes
and Accessories, Padlocks, Safes,
Srmoke and Carbon Monoxide
Cetectors, Window Hardware

Embedded links have their advantages:

- They unclutter a page by making portions of body text serve double duty;

- They are explained by the body text that surrounds them.

While these factors can’t solely dictate which type of link should be used—the

main body content determines that to a great extent—you can use them to
make choices in situations where either type will work. Here’s an example:

® Buy a Motorola ¥60i or 120t and activate new service on any ATET Wireless
calling plan and vou will be eligible for a2 $50.00 mail-in phone rebate from
ATET Wirelass, Please note: Once the rebate fulfillrnent farm has been
submitted, you can not return your Motarola We0i phone. Click here to view
the rebate form. vou will need Adobe Acrobat Reader to view and print PDF
files, Click here to download a free copy of the Adobe Acrobat Reader, ¥Offer
expires: 0571072003

Taking the two links out of the dense body text and rearranging what’s left
yields:

& Buy 3 Motorola W60i or 120t and activate new service on any AT&T Wireless
calling plan and vou will be eligible for 2 $50.00 mail-in phone rebate from
ATET Wireless, Please note: Once the rebate fulfillrment farm has been
subrnitted, you can not return your Motarala Weli phone, ¥Offer axpiras:
055102002

View the rebate formy (requires Adobe Acrobat Reader)
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Product category links at lowes.com.
Had each link been placed on its own
line and the list left-aligned, it would
have made the entire list much easier
to scan. In addition, individual link
labels should not be split up by
wrapping. Any space savings achieved
here are negated by this awkward
arrangement.

Note: even though these are actually
structural links, | am using them to
illustrate a point.

A piece of a plan detail page at
getconnected.com.
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Taking the links out required renaming them so that they could stand on
their own. In fact, “here” is about the worst label a link can have because it
carries no information, making it necessary for the user to read the
surrounding text to understand where the link goes.

Two other things to note in this example:

- Only the words “the rebate form” are linked. This is consistent with the
convention of using nouns in link labels, but verbs in button labels. I
could have also omitted “View,” but leaving in creates a prompt for the
user to click the rebate form link;

- The context of the “Adobe Acrobat Reader” link makes it ok to omit any
explanatory text—it is clear that the link leads to more information
about the Reader. A link title’ can be used to explain that a copy of the
Reader can be downloaded at the link’s destination in case the user fails
to make the connection.

An even better approach in this particular case would be to clearly indicate
that the “the rebate form” link’s target is a PDF document rather than an
HTML page:

® Buy a Motorola ¥60i or 120t and activate new service on any ATET Wireless
calling plan and vou will be eligible for 2 $50.00 mail-in phone rebate from
ATET Wireless, Please note: Once the rebate fulfillrment farm has been
subrmitted, you can not return your Motorola We0i phone, ¥Offer expires:
05/10/2003

ﬂ £50 mail-in_rebate forma (102 KB PDF, requires Adobe Acrobat Reader)

The Adobe Acrobat document icon, the file size, and document type tell the
user that the link goes to a PDF document rather than a plain HTML page.

In addition to indicating the format of the document on the other side of a
link, you can also mark the following two types of links to manage users’
expectations:

links that open in a new window can be marked with a little window icon
placed before or after a link: & $50 mail-in rebate form. An alt tag-driven
tooltip can be used to explain the icon to anyone seeing it for the first
time.

links that lead off the site can be marked with a similar type of icon: Adobe
Acrobat Reader [=».

While these icons are certainly not universal, they will quickly become clear
if applied consistently throughout the site.

> A link title is a term used by Jakob Nielsen to refer to a tooltip that pop-ups up
when a mouse pointer hovers over an anchor whose “title” attribute is specified.
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Before leaving the discussion of links let me mention one more issue that
affects both embedded and standalone links: wrapping of multi-word links.
With embedded links, wrapping places the link pieces so far apart that they
are likely to be interpreted as two separate links, especially if both pieces can
be links by themselves. The Adobe Acrobat Reader link example in the bullet
at the bottom of the previous page is an example of this. Legibility of
standalone links suffers from wrapping as well, especially if there is a list of
links with no leading to clearly separate each one. It took one user 15 seconds
to realize that “Studies” was a part of the “Gay and Lesbian Studies” link
rather than a category heading at powells.com (see illustration on the right).
Fortunately for web designers it is easy to control wrapping in HTML by
placing the link inside the <nobr></nobr> tags.

There are, of course, many more things to consider when creating text links.
You can find many useful link tips in Eric Eaton’s “Designing Web Site
Interface Elements.”

The browser

As a navigation tool, the browser is the one most familiar to the users because
they “take it” to every site they visit. Browser controls not only help users get
around a site, but also act as a fallback if the site’s navigation fails. This is
why the sites that hide and disable browser features often suffer from poor
usability. Here are a few examples of how hiding or changing various parts of
the browser window impacts a user’s experience:

- hiding the toolbar hides the one thing that web users click most often:
the “Back” button;

- hiding the menu bar prevents saving web pages and changing
internet/browser preferences;

- hiding the address bar prevents the user from knowing where they are on
the web as a whole and from going anywhere other than the places
they’ve bookmarked;

- hiding the status bar hides the addresses of the links that the user points
to with the mouse and the security status of the current page (the
padlock icon for SSL-encrypted pages);

- making the browser window non-resizable prevents the user from
resizing to better fit the content. For instance, the product view popup at
800.com was non-resizable, which meant I could not see the complete
product photo even though I had more than enough screen real estate to
display it without scrolling:
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Architecture
At
At the Maovies
Audio Books
Biography
Business
Children's
Christianity
Cormputers
Cooking and Food
Crafts
Current Affairs
Erotica
Foreign Languages
Gardening
Gay and Leshian
Studies
Global Writing
Health
Hiztory

us

Wwiarld
Izlam
Judaica
Literature
Metaphysics
Military
Music
Muystery
Pacific Morthwest
Philosophy
Photography

Poetry
Paolitics

Book category list at powells.com.

Tight leading and history>
us/word indentation conspired to
make one user conclude that
“Studies” is a category heading
rather than the piece of the “Gay
and Lesbian Studies” link.
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The non-resizable product view popup
window at 800.com

Had this window been made resizable
| would have been able to see the
entire picture without having to scroll.

a 800.com Product Zoom - Microsoft Internet Explorer provided by AT&T WorldNet £ —|= ll

Panasonic 900MHz GigaRange(r} Digital SST Cordless Phone KXTC1871B CLOSE THIS WINDO
Click on the image to zoom, or use the controls helow.

Zoom Front Foom Hemote

S

CALLER IO

|

Defenders of hiding browser controls may argue that doing so unclutters the
interface: why show the controls that the user will not need? However, there
are at least three problems with this reasoning:

- Users like to be in control of their experience. They want to be able to
stop a slow page from loading or quickly leave an offensive site.
Disabling browser controls is a sure way to take that control away from
them;

- Then there’s is something that Jodie Dalgleish would call second-
guessing the users’ needs. How can you possibly predict which browser
features the user will want to use?

- The third is a technical limitation: you can’t hide browser features a la
carte—you can only hide the entire toolbar, menu bar, etc.—so you’ll
invariably end up hiding at least some features that the user may need.

The point is that the tradeoff between looks and denying the users most

familiar functions is never in the user’s favor. Therefore, my advice is to

leave the browser alone.

About the only case I can think of where hiding browser features is warranted
is in a pop-up window. Even then, only a window with none or a very
limited set of navigation options qualifies. The toolbar and the address bar
can be hidden. But the menu bar should still be shown in case the user wants
to increase the font size in the window or print it. However, no pop-up
window should ever be made non-resizable. In addition, it usually helps to
include a “close window” button. You can make the button larger than the
title bar buttons (=1212), which are often too small to comfortably hit with
the mouse, even for users who know what those little suckers do.
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Adding interactivity

Dynamic menus

Pop-up menus have been very successfully used in desktop applications to
neatly organize and hide groups of similar commands. It is no wonder, then,
that they have made their way into web interface design just about as soon as
the first JavaScript-capable browsers appeared. Of course, most web
applications don’t have enough commands on a single screen to warrant
hiding them in menus. Therefore, dynamic menus are used mostly for
navigation.

In a nutshell, dynamic menus:

- provide shortcuts to deeper levels in the site’s structure and content
hierarchy, and enable users to move laterally though it without having to
go up one or more levels;

- reveal more of the site structure without requiring the user to click
through to the lower levels in the hierarchy. Dynamic menus enable
users with slow connections—for whom purely exploratory clicks can
quickly become a very time-consuming proposition—to get an idea of
the site’s offerings much faster.

The following several pages present and discuss the most common design
issues you’ll have to consider when designing popup menus. Keep in mind
that, as with many interface design decisions, your particular situation will
dictate the applicability of the advice that follows.

> Show on click or on hover? Does the menu open when the user clicks or
hovers over the menu title? Bob Baxley notes that hover-triggered pop-ups
run the risk of misinterpreting the user’s intention: the user may want to
merely pass the mouse pointer over the menu title to get to another area of
the screen or to browser controls.” On the other hand, one of the most
fundamental conventions of the web is that a click takes a user to a different
page. Therefore, click-to-show dynamic menus break this convention.
Add the fact that clicks are costly (in terms of time) and what you get is a de
facto standard for dynamic menus to open on hover. In fact, most dynamic
menus | have encountered work this way. This is an example of how a new
medium changes the implementation standards of an old tool, because in
desktop apps dropdown menus are opened by clicking the menu title.

% Baxley, p. 211.
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Dynamic menus at microsoft.com

See the little black triangles on the gray
nav bar marking the nav items that have
pop-ups? These pointers not only mark
the items that have pop-ups—a must for
delayed popup menus—but also tell the
user where the popup will appear.
Compare this with the absence of these
clues on the black menu titles at the top
of the page.

Actually, marking navlinks that are also
menu titles is very important in setting
user expectations. | have seen users
make a decision to click a nav link
(thinking that it is just a plain link), then
point to it and click it so quickly that
when the menu pops up, they couldn’t
react to it fast enough to stop their
finger. Many of them then end up
clicking the “Back” button and reading
the menu contents; even if the same set
of menus appears on the page where
they landed by clicking the menu title!

Notice also, that the menu

background color differs from the page
background color. The gray menus
also add shadows, creating an
impression of three-dimensional
space. While it is generally not a good
idea to use 3-d on the web, in this
case the 3-d treatment enhances the
menus, making them easier to
differentiate from the page itself. Of
course dynamic menus aren’t the only
ones that benefit from this: 3-d can be
also used with tabs to raise their
“tabbiness” quotient.

Another interesting thing to note here is
that the items within a single menu are
not separated (for example, by lines).
This is a good approach because it
reduces the clutter by doing away with
elements that don’t carry any
information. Hover-highlighting
reassures the user that he successfully
pointed at the item of interest before
clicking it.

So what about popping up menus when the user just wants pass over the
menu title to get somewhere else? Well, there at least two things you can
do to prevent this:
don’t put dynamic menus between areas of page content: menus are best
placed on the outer edges of a page;
- build in a slight delay between the time when the mouse pointer hovers
over a menu title and when the menu pops up.

Microsoft.com’s dynamic menus sport both of these features:

3 Microsoft Corporation - Microsoft Internet Explorer

=10l
=

Links **

File Edit ¥iew Favorites Tools Help

d=fack ~ = - B a1 ‘ Qi search [GFavortes EiMedia ¢4 ‘ Y S -

Address Iﬁj hikkp: e, microsoft, comf

Microsoft Home | MSN Home | Subscribe | Manage Your Profile

4 i, et AR

j @Gn

Search far

today's news

* Microsoft reports salid
third-quarter financial

Product Families rezults

Windaws
Office
Business Solutions

¢ Techid early-bird
reqgistration extended
to April 25; Reagister |
now and save

Make a splash
Add marine life to your virtual zoo with the latest
Zoo Tycoon expansion pack. Get the free trial.

Servers

* Test your technology

Developer Toals knowledye and you

Games and Xbox home & entertainment could digtal
. * Con't rernermber birthdaws? MET Alerts can help gamara
et Serliess * Find out if your syster is Windows %P compstible
All Products P * Flat-panel monitors: 5 things to know
2 More News ...

Resources "
(Suppart Ty b suseertHeme o) resources

S~ el Bese indows Server 2003 with your Windows NT 4 installation downloads

Windows Update * Top 10 reasons to upgrade to Host Inteqration Server 2000
i ¢ Directs 2.0
Office Update ® Use C# and %ML to dicplay news feeds on your PC
Learning Tools 3 # Microsoft Windows
K Madia Player 3 |
4

=] [ | |4 mtermet

The gray menus on the left and the black menus on top are placed along
the outer edges of the page, out of the way of the content. Gray menus also
have about a % second delay. The only thing I would change here is add
the same delay to the black menus: even though these menus are out of the
way of most browser controls, a little delay wouldn’t hurt here as well.

> Hide on hover off or on click elsewhere? Does the menu disappear when

the user hovers off of the menu or clicks somewhere on the page? The
answer to this question lies mostly in the way the menu opens: if it opens
on hover then a user will expect it to close on hover off, but if it opens on
click it should also hide on click off the menu.

Microsoft’s gray menus not only show on slight delay, but also don’t hide
for about a ¥ second after the mouse pointer is off the menu. If the user
accidentally mouses off of the menu this gives the user a chance to move

the mouse pointer back over the menu before it vanishes.
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There is third alternative for hiding a menu that applies to menus that stay
open as long as the you hold down mouse button while pointing at a menu
item. Apple’s Mac OS features this kind of menus. I advise against using
this type of menu on the web simply because of the increased mechanical
dexterity required to wield them: it is more difficult to point while holding
down the mouse button.

> Arrange menu choices vertically or horizontally? The factor that affects
this decision the most is the distance a mouse pointer must travel to move
between the menu items. To point to an item a pointer will, on average, be
positioned at the middle of the menu item. In this case you can easily see
why menu items will be faster to point to if they are arranged vertically
rather than horizontally:

b For items that are wider than they are tall the distance
P a pointer must travel between vertically arranged items
= = (a) is shorter than between horizontally arranged ones
a I (b). But don’t make the menu items too narrow: their
B centers will be too close, requiring an unnecessary

amount of pointing precision.

Therefore, I reccommended vertical arrangement for menu items that are
wider than they are tall. Not only will the items be faster to point to, there
is also less chance for the pointer to veer off course on its way to the target.

There is one other good reason for vertical arrangement: if the items in the
menu are left-aligned, they will be easier to scan quickly.

> Open down or to the side? Obviously the arrangement of menu titles will
dictate this. This is really a question of whether horizontal nav is better
suited for dynamic menus than vertical. If you agree with me on the point
in the previous bullet, it should be easy to see why a combination of a
horizontal nav and down-popping menus are more usable: increased
pointing speed and accuracy. Just don’t make the menu items foo small or
they will be difficult to aim at with the mouse.

> Cascade menus or show one level only? This one is a little more difficult.
On the one hand, cascading several menus gives the user greater
navigational flexibility: user can jump over one or more levels in the
information hierarchy without actually visiting those levels. On the other
hand, greater pointing precision will be required to successfully “navigate”
down the menus. In this case, however, the functional benefits outweigh
the increased pointing precision requirements. So go ahead and cascade
those menus, but don’t forget to run a user test with your target audience
before you release. If you run a site about arthritis treatments your target
audience will probably not want to have to point at anything at all.

© 2003 - 2004 Paul Gokin. http://www.paulgokin.com



chapter five:

>«

> Animate menus? While menu animation adds to a site’s “cool” factor, it
will also slow down your users and make it more difficult for them to focus
on reading the actual menu contents. Most types of sites do not benefit
enough from the “coolness” of animated menus to warrant their use.
While this may be hard for some designers to accept, especially if the
client’s requirements call for an element of “cool,” try they must. I am not
sure if this was the case for molecular.com, but they just don’t seem to get
rid of animation in their navigation. In an earlier version of the site the
sub-navigation buttons “flew in” from right to left as the user hovered over
any of the six top-level nav items. In the current version the sub-navigation
menu items successively fade in from left to right:

company clients services _ innovation
t =0 seconds o
disciplines

company clients services _ innovation
molcuar minds

disciplines

company clients services _ innovation news
t= 0.3 seconds molecular minds | posiions

disciplines

The results of a usability test run by Julie Ratner and the usability team at
Molecular showed that users were put off by sliding menu items on the
earlier version of the site.” The fading menus fared better, supported by
user comments like “The Flash is less intrusive [...]; movement subdued
and not quite as frantic” and “A much better—faster—feeling of being
faster—tighter—not as distracting...” The common thread here is that
users preferred less intrusive, less distracting menus.

There is one other thing about molecular.com’s menus worth mentioning:
the fading menu routine runs not only when the user mouses around in the
navigation area, but whenever a new page loads.® This means that the
user’s attention is briefly diverted from the page content to the nav area.
Because the animation is not unobtrusive (an oxymoron?), this means that
every time a page loads there is a totally unnecessary distraction that takes
the user’s attention away from the page content.’

7 Julie Ratner, Learning About the User Experience on the Web With the Phone
Usability Method in Julie Ratner (ed.), “Human Factors and Web Development”
(Lawrence Erlbaum Assoc., 2003), pp. 141 — 143.

® When the page loads not only do the sub-nav option fade in, but also the gray
highlight for the current top-level nav item flies in from the left.

 Windows XP taskbar animates whenever an application launches. This was driving
me nuts until I finally found a way to turn off the animation.
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Link hovereffects

Just before I wrote this section a colleague of mine asked me about link
hovereffects—changing the appearance of links when a mouse pointer is
hovered over them. Here’s an expanded version of my answer.

In general, statically underlined links like these are great for the obvious
reason: you can clearly see that they’re clickable without having to interact
with them. So if the links are already underlined and differ in color from the
body text, then no hovereffects are necessary.

There are situations, however, when removing the underline and making it
appear on hover is better. For example, pages that are extremely link-heavy
look much less cluttered when their links lose the underline. Imagine how
much busier MSN’s home page would look with all the links underlined:

A section of msn.com’s home.
Removing link underlines keeps
the page from becoming too busy.

Get a personalized
ki plan orine. Today on MSN Strictly Business MSN Channels

- Latestupdates from kag . How to find free maney
3 + Mews you missed due to for college
= the Irag war - 10 carwarranty tips
= + How to fix ‘oops' e-mails .+ why e-resumes are hat

- Checkyour creditforfree . |5 ittime to refi?

Designed to helpn
you loze 10 s,
by May 23,

FREE DIET PROFILE

20% off ALL footwear
at Eddie Bauer

Hot Rocks

— See trendy
engagement

’ & Your Life
From Mamle to Hawaii . Stylish mom's day gifts
wihere you'll gBUEd 1855 | oo oroof your home :
_ inyour golden years ) ) nngs,
Intermnet Access Specials - Win cash for speaking up diamaonds &
MSM 8 Software - Advice from an infamous (& reformed) D thief \‘ maore
+ Planning a summer trip? See the hot airfare deals

There are two other interesting aspects of human psychology and perception
that support adding hovereffects to links:

there is something magically empowering about hovering your hand over
something and have it change without ever touching it. This can very
well be a part of the reason why people like links that respond to mouse
hovering."

as you point to things they become your locus of attention. In this case,
your attention is focused not on the mouse pointer but on the link at
which it is pointing. This means that a mouse pointer changing into a
pointing hand is a weak a way of indicating clickability, because the
change is so subtle: only the pointer’s shape changes. This makes
rollovers a welcome addition in situations where there may be confusion
about what is clickable: the user doesn't have to take her attention off the
link (to see if the mouse pointer changes shape) to find out if it’s
clickable.

' T have seen this more than once in my own user testing as well as in tests carried
out by others.
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Only the text of the high-level nav
items are collegemenus.com is
clickable.

This fact is made clear through
hover-highlighting.

Hovereffects can also indicate more clearly when a mouse pointer has been
successfully poised over a link—something that may not be clear if a non-
underlined link is placed into a box: do you point to the word or anywhere in
the box? High-level navigation at collegemenus.com is an example of this:

<+ HOME =+ HOME

<+ RESTAURANT MENUS <+ RESTAURANT MENUS
<+ SPECIALS & COUPONS <+ SPECIALS & COUPONS
=+ SELL YOUR S5TUFF <+ SELL YOUR STUFF

+ ROOMMATE BOARD -+ ROOMMATE BEOARD k
-+ RIDEBOARD h -+ RIDEBOARD

-+ STUDY BUDDIES -+ STUDY BUDDIES
-+ JOB BEOARD -+ JOB BOARD

If you choose to use link hovereffects, here are two more tips to keep you on
the right track:

Make the change strong enough to be noticeable, but subtle enough not
to distract. The high-level links at collegemenus.com achieve this
balance. Microsoft.com’s links” hover state is more prominent but works
just as well (see page 94). However, the hover state of the links at
powerwriting.com is way overdone and distracting:

Now wou probably have questions about how Powerwriting works.
S0 you'll find some frequently asled questions and specific
answers in the FAQs. %

Mow you probably have questions about how Powerwriting works.
So you'l find some and specific
answers in the FAQz. 7

Note, also, that the mouse pointer does not change in shape into a hand
but gets a question mark attached to it instead. Nothing is gained by this
except to raise two questions in the viewer’s mind: “the pointer is not a
hand; is this really a link?” and “what does the question mark mean? Is
this a special kind of link?” To use Steve Krug’s favorite expression:
“Don’t make me think!”

If the links are already underlined don’t remove the underline on hover
or you’ll make the user think again: “Hey, what’s happening, I thought
this was a link!”
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