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LESSON PLAN
• The first law of usability
• The second law of usability
• The third law of usability



WHAT IS USABILITY?
• Usability is when something works well
• Usability is ease of use
• Usability: the effectiveness with which users can achieve 

tasks in one software environment
• Studying and improving usability is part of HCI



WHAT IS THE GOAL OF 
USABILITY?
• Eliminate as many of the user’s questions as possible.
• Questions may include:

• Where am I?
• How did I get here and where can I go from here?
• What can I do here?
• Where should I begin/How do I start?
• Where did they out X?
• Why did they put X there?
• Why did they call it X?
• Can I click on that/Is that a clickable item?
• What are the most important things on this page?



WHAT IS THE FIRST 
LAW OF USABILITY?

• Users don’t want to think. “Don’t make me think” 
(Krug). 

• The best designs are self-evident and self-
explanatory.

• Good designs seem better and less time-consuming.



NOT THINKING



THINKING



THINGS THAT MAKE US 
THINK

Typical culprits:
• cute or clever names
• marketing-induced names
• company-specific names
• unfamiliar technical names.



THINGS THAT MAKE 
US THINK
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THINGS THAT MAKE US THINK



THINGS THAT MAKE US THINK



Short list of things that users shouldn’t spend their time thinking 
about, like:

• Where am I?

• Where should I begin?

• Where did they put _____? 

• What are the most important things on this page?
• Why did they call it that?

• Is that an ad or part of the site?

THINGS THAT MAKE US THINK



YOU CAN’T MAKE EVERYTHING 
SELF-EVIDENT



WHY IS ALL OF THIS SO 
IMPORTANT?

Oddly enough, not for the reason people usually cite:



SO WHY, THEN?



HOW WE REALLY USE THE 
WEB
Why are things always in the last place you look for them? 
Because you stop looking when you find them!

—CHILDREN’S RIDDLE



HOW WE REALLY USE THE WEB



HOW WE REALLY USE THE WEB

FACT OF LIFE #1: We don’t read pages. We scan them.

Why do we scan?

• We’re usually on a mission.
• We know we don’t need to read everything.

• We’re good at it.



HOW WE REALLY USE THE WEB



HOW WE REALLY USE THE WEB

FACT OF LIFE #2: We don’t make optimal choices. We 
satisfice.
“Satisfice”

Why don’t Web users look for the best choice?
• We’re usually in a hurry.
• There’s not much of a penalty for guessing 

wrong.
• Weighing options may not improve our chances.
• Guessing is more fun. 



HOW WE REALLY USE THE WEB
FACT OF LIFE #3: We don’t figure out how things work. We 
muddle through.



DESIGNING FOR SCANNING, 
NOT READING
Faced with the fact that your users are whizzing by, there are 
some important things you can do to make sure they see and 
understand as much of what they need to know—and of what you 
want them to know—as possible:

• Take advantage of conventions

• Create effective visual hierarchies

• Break pages up into clearly defined areas

• Make it obvious what’s clickable
• Eliminate distractions

• Format content to support scanning



CONVENTIONS ARE YOUR 
FRIENDS



CONVENTIONS ARE YOUR 
FRIENDS
Some Web pages conventions:
• Where things will be located on a page. 

• How things work. 

• How things look. 





Recommendation: Innovate when you know you have a better idea, but take 
advantage of conventions when you don’t.

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not in any way trying to discourage creativity. I love 
innovative and original Web design.



HARLEM.ORG





The rule of thumb is that you can—and should—be as 
creative and innovative as you want, and add as much 
aesthetic appeal as you can, as long as you make sure it’s 
still usable.



CONSISTENCY
“We can’t do that. It wouldn’t be consistent.”

Here’s the rule to keep in mind:
If you can make something significantly clearer by making it 
slightly inconsistent, choose in favor of clarity.



CREATE EFFECTIVE VISUAL 
HIERARCHIES
Pages with a clear visual hierarchy have three traits:
• The more important something is, the more prominent it 

is.



CREATE EFFECTIVE VISUAL 
HIERARCHIES
• Things that are related logically are related visually.



CREATE EFFECTIVE VISUAL 
HIERARCHIES
• Things are “nested” visually to show what’s part of what.



CREATE EFFECTIVE VISUAL 
HIERARCHIES





KEEP THE NOISE DOWN TO A 
DULL ROAR
One of the great enemies of easy-to-grasp pages is visual noise.

There are really three different kinds of noise:

• Shouting.

• Disorganization.

• Clutter.



FORMAT TEXT TO SUPPORT 
SCANNING

Which one would you rather scan?



FORMAT TEXT TO SUPPORT 
SCANNING

Here are the most important things you can do to make your pages scan-friendly:
• Use plenty of headings.





• Keep paragraphs short.

• Use bulleted lists.

• Highlight key terms.



WHAT IS THE SECOND 
LAW OF USABILITY?
• Users like mindless choices

• The number of clicks is not important, so long as each 
click is a mindless, unambiguous choice

• Making the choices clear and mindless is a key success 
factor, and key to website usability



I’m trying to read an article online. The page I arrive at gives me 
all these options:





SOME ASSISTANCE MAY BE 
REQUIRED
Life is complicated, though, and some choices really aren’t 
simple.

When you can’t avoid giving me a difficult choice, you need to go 
out of your way to give me as much guidance as I need—but no 
more.

This guidance works best when it’s

• Brief: The smallest amount of information that will help me

• Timely: Placed so I encounter it exactly when I need it
• Unavoidable: Formatted in a way that ensures that I’ll notice it



EXAMPLE



WHAT IS THE THIRD LAW OF 
USABILITY?
• Users don’t like a lot of choices

• Improve your site’s usability by getting rid of extra content
• Reduces the clutter on a page
• Makes useful content more prominent
• Makes the page shorter, allowing users to see more each 

page at a glance without scrolling



END OF LECTURE


