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Take-Aways
	People don’t use the internet the way you think they do.
	Your home page must communicate your website’s identity, define its targeted users and draw them deeper into the site.
	Never confuse people about what to do on your website, where to go or what to click to find what they want.
	Prioritize “usability”; make your website easy to use.
	Design your website to be so obvious that users don’t have to think.
	When you can’t make things obvious, provide brief, simple directions.
	Usability is simply good manners, so be courteous to people using your site.
	Like road signs, your navigational tools should be uniform in appearance and so big that no one can miss them.
	Organize your web page into a clear visual hierarchy.
	To refine your site, conduct repeated usability tests.


Recommendation
You need this intensely clear, readable book. Seriously. Once upon a time, you simply could have bought a copy for your design staff and let them absorb it. However, as more aspects of business migrate online, more people in your company will want a say in how your website is organized. To make informed decisions and have a shared frame of reference, stock up on usability expert Steve Krug’s stories.This colloquial, amusing book does a great job of articulating design and organizing principles for your website. With its lucid, engaging tone and absolute lack of pretension or confusion, Krug’s IT classic will help web designers, anyone doing business online and anyone who wants to.

Summary
Web Design and “Usability”
The principles of good web design are “just common sense” and you can learn to apply them. A great website must have usability, in that it must work for customers, serve your purposes and be easy to use. If clients find your site difficult to use, they’ll avoid it, and yet there’s no single right approach to designing a website.
“In the past 10 years I’ve spent a lot of time watching people use the web, and the thing that has struck me most is the difference between how we think people use websites and how they actually use them.”

To begin, simplify your site. “Don’t make me think!” is the “first law of usability.” People should never be confused about what to do, where to go or what to click to find what they want. Make everything on your site “obvious and clickable.” If your users have to ask about how things work, they’ll get distracted. Even if their “mental chatter” only lasts “a fraction of a second,” it’s too long. Users should never, ever have to ask, “Where am I?” or “Where should I begin?”
What you can’t “make...self-evident,” make “self-explanatory.” Design your website to answer people’s questions with a few words. Usability is a form of courtesy, so be polite to your users. When people enter your site, they begin with a half-full “reservoir of goodwill.” An organized home page fills that reservoir to the top. If you leave outdated material on your site, the reservoir evaporates. Exclude key information or push promotions too hard, and the reservoir will go dry. You diminish goodwill by making information difficult to find, punishing users for mistakes, using corporate jargon, or making your site flashy or amateurish. Increase goodwill with a clear and accessible site that eliminates steps, shares key data, anticipates questions, apologizes for mistakes and makes pages printer-friendly.
The Web at a Glance
People don’t use the internet the way you think they do. Your website designer probably thinks users “pore over every page,” and read every word of text. The designer may imagine readers figuring out the organizational scheme and “weighing their options” before clicking. In reality, people “glance at each new page,” “scan some of the text,” and click on the first thing that attracts their attention or sounds vaguely like what they’re seeking – that’s if you’re lucky. Designers and marketing people might try to convince you that your website should be “great literature.” In practice, people experience your site more like a “billboard” that they zoom past on the freeway.
“Left to their own devices, web development teams aren’t notoriously successful at making decisions about usability questions.”

People don’t read online. They scan quickly, spot a few signposts to orient themselves and move on. They don’t want to take time to make the best choice possible. Instead, they take “the first reasonable option,” a practice known as “satisficing.” Scholars who study decision-making report that this is a common practice in the real world, even when people have a lot at stake. Online, where there’s no penalty for making a wrong choice, this approach prevails. Users will not spend enough time on your website to “figure out how things work.” They “muddle through,” making good-enough decisions to get what they want. Once something works well enough, people tend to stick to it. This is the reality you must work with; you can get frustrated and complain or get really good at designing billboards that meet people online where they really live.
Principles of Website Design
Do the following five essential things to help people use your web pages more productively and efficiently:
	“Create a clear visual hierarchy” – Design every web page to “clearly and accurately portray the relationships among the things on the page.” Draw attention to important aspects with visual cues, like bold, larger fonts. Link things visually as they are linked conceptually. “Nest” items to show clearly which ones are parts of others.
	“Take advantage of conventions” – Many designers don’t want to use conventions. They think their job is to create “something new and different,” and they’re afraid that something familiar – like a shopping cart icon – will be boring. But conventions endure because they work. People know how to use them. They’re accustomed to following conventional cues to cull meaning from written texts. Innovate only if you have an idea that works better than a convention. Otherwise, use recognizable icons – like an image of a shopping cart – even if you didn’t come up with the idea yourself.
	“Break up pages into clearly defined areas”  – Make distinctions between different areas absolutely clear. Enable quick navigational decisions. 
	“Make it obvious what’s clickable” – People click to get to the next thing. Make that click as easy as possible. For clickable links, always choose different colors than the colors you use for regular text. Make sure indicator arrows point precisely to where people should click.
	“Minimize noise” – The web is busy. You can’t get rid of all the distractions – but avoid any distractions you can. Don’t make your pages busy. Remove exclamation points, extra links and extraneous colors. Subtract anything that draws users away from your focus.

“Since a large part of what people are doing on the Web is looking for the next thing to click, it’s important to make it obvious what’s clickable and what’s not.”

You might have read a web design rule defining a maximum number of clicks people will make. You might think users should reach any page on your site within a set number of clicks. The true limiting factor is not number of clicks, but “how hard each click is.” Every time you make people think about their choices, it costs you as much as “three mindless, unambiguous clicks.” To simplify users’ choices, focus their attention, eliminate noise and make pages shorter. Clarify the relationships among every element on a page and jettison as much content as possible.
“I think the answer is simple: If your audience is going to act like you’re designing billboards, then design great billboards.”

You’ll find excess mainly in two places: “happy talk” and instructions. Happy talk can be badly written promotional copy or chitchat. Anything that makes you think “blah, blah,” is happy talk. As for your precious instructions, most people aren’t going to read them.
Navigating Web Pages
Whenever you look for something, you make decisions. If you go to “the mall to buy a chain saw,” you have to select a store. Say you choose Sears. Once inside, you can ask a salesperson where the chain saws are or you can look around and try to find them. If you choose the second option, you’ll probably see a series of signs, read them and try to apply them to your quest. Would chain saws be in tools? Or in lawn and garden? You’d try one department, and if you didn’t find chain saws, you’d try the other or ask a worker who looks informed.
“In reality, though, most of the time we don’t choose the best option – we choose the first reasonable option, a strategy known as satisficing.”

Navigating web pages is similar. When you go to a page, you decide whether to browse by clicking around or to ask for help. If you browse, you use the signs the page provides. If you can’t find what you’re looking for, you’ll leave the site – which is much easier online than in a physical store. You can tell how large a brick-and-mortar store is, but a website offers “no sense of scale.” A site might have three pages or 3,000. That means you can’t possibly know if you’ve looked everywhere on a website and should stop. In the physical world, you are oriented in space: You can turn left or right, walk upstairs or down. Online, you have “no sense of location.” You can easily get lost.
“In general, if you’re a designer and you think a visual cue is sticking out like a sore thumb, it probably means you need to make it twice as prominent.”

Thus, your navigational tools are crucial; they provide visitors with “something to hold on to.” They reassure people and help them trust your site. They also tell users what’s available on your site, so they know when they can stop searching. Ideally, navigation tools also tell people how to use the site. “Navigation conventions” orient people without making them think. Two useful conventions are to indicate the “sections” of your website and “the utilities” it offers. Sections guide users to the highest levels of your organizational hierarchy. The utilities, which don’t fit into your hierarchy at all, may include a search function, your shopping cart and a site map. If you include a search function, label it clearly: “Search” is fine. If you provide instructions about how to search, make them clear and simple. If users have options – such as the option to search the entire web or only your site – make that clear, as well.
“If you can’t make a page self-evident, you at least need to make it self-explanatory.”

Your navigation tools must include an easy, obvious way to return to your home page. This marker should appear in the same place on every page. Within the navigation tools, make your hierarchy obvious. Mark any secondary divisions with separate tabs, colors and labels. The only exceptions are your home page and any forms. Put your “site ID” on every page to assure users they haven’t accidentally left your site. Prominently display a name for each page in the same place on every page. Make sure it matches the name the user clicked to access that page. To keep users from getting lost, add a “You are here” indicator to show users how their current location fits into your site’s hierarchy. Don’t be subtle. Clearly distinguish pages with bold fonts and colors, or both. Page names are like road signs: They should be large and obvious, so you can see them easily. Also use “breadcrumbs” to show “the path from the home page to where you are.”
Home Page Challenges
Your home page is the most challenging page on your site. It has to tell new users what your site is, identify it, communicate its mission, indicate your “site hierarchy” and display a search function. You need to lure readers deeper into your site and indicate that you update your site regularly. If you’re offering deals, users should see them up front. If you require registration, tell users from the beginning. Show them what they want to establish your “credibility and trust.”
“If you want a great site, you’ve got to test.”

You must fulfill these requirements while juggling website demands from every department in your company, apportioning areas of the site for different departments and appealing to varied aesthetic tastes. As you juggle, the home page must give an immediate sense of what your site is about and get “the big picture” across. Communicate this using two primary tools. One is “the tagline,” a brief phrase located near your site ID. Your tagline should be obvious and should differentiate your site. Make it “personable, lively” and “clever.” The other tool is your “welcome blurb,” which briefly describes your site. Display it prominently so users don’t have to scroll to find it. As you communicate these core ideas, “use as much space as necessary” but not more than you need. Don’t use your mission statement as your welcome blurb, since “nobody reads” mission statements. Once you have communicated your core points, provide easy-to-use, reliable navigational tools to guide visitors to the rest of your site.
Test Your Site
Web design teams shouldn’t make certain decisions. Designers know what they like about web pages, and they project this knowledge outward, insisting that “everybody likes” what they like. Some designers fall back on rhetorical appeals to “the average user,” but the average user doesn’t exist. Test your site using real people.
“Every web-development team should spend one morning a month doing usability testing.”

A usability test is not a focus group. Focus groups gather a few people to respond to “ideas and designs.” In usability tests, you watch one user at a time. You show the user something on your website and ask him or her to identify it or to perform a specific task. Usability tests are necessary if you want your site to work well. You’re too close to your own site. You can’t predict what works in real life and what doesn’t.
“Repeat after me: Focus groups are not usability tests.”

Test your site early in the design process and don’t worry about recruiting “representative users.” Testing “early and often” is more important. When you test, you aren’t trying “to prove or disprove something.” You’re seeking information about how real people use your site. Testing is “an iterative process”: You test, fix the problems and test again. Just about anyone will do for testing. But if your site will be used “almost exclusively by one type of user” or is aimed at a split audience with sharply distinct needs, recruit testers from those groups.
“It’s that way with the home page. Just when you think you’ve covered all the bases, there’s always just one...more...thing.”

Testers need an internet-connected computer. Set up a camera and leave the room. Encourage your design team to watch – this is a good way to share data on how the site actually works. To make sure people understand what the site is for, its “value proposition” and its structure, ask them to perform a few simple tasks to see if they grasp it. This is known as “Get It” testing. Review the results of your test immediately. One workable tactic is to do three or four tests in the morning so your team can “debrief over lunch.” Start with “Triage” to identify any problems you saw and figure out how to fix them. Repair the obvious glitches and problems that are fast or easy to fix. Don’t add anything new. Be skeptical of any user requests for “new features.”

About the Author
Steve Krug, who has been a usability consultant for two decades, works on website design for major commercial clients and is a frequent speaker.
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