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One part of my daily work is to evaluate a web sites for both usability and design. Over the 
last few years the usability of most web sites has improved, which is very good news. It's 
rare nowadays that I see the "usual suspects" of poor design, such as useless Flash 
splash screens or blue links on blue backgrounds. It seems to have taken a long time but 
in terms of usability and design, we can say that things are generally improving.

Occasionally the information in the web sites I review is poorly written being too verbose or 
thoughtlessly designed with charts that simply don't mean anything.  A site that is "usable 
on the drawing board" can be broken by poor content. These sorts of problems are best 
addressed in a very specific way, which may require better tools for authors, altering the 
content creation processes, technical training for the people involved or raising design 
awareness in general.

Many of the usability issues I discover nowadays can be very subtle indeed, difficult to de-
scribe even, let alone write guidelines for, but I've collected togethera self-test list of 10 of 
the most common usability issues I find so that you can see how your site measures up.
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1. No Search Results Found

It can be difficult to "test" the search engine on your site, you enter "apples" and find ap-
ples... there.. done. But frequently when I actually try to work out what customers are 
searching for I end up with the dreaded "No Results Found" page. I would argue that there 
is no excuse for ever showing no results no matter how odd the search. 

Go to your web site and really use the search engine for once and see if it ever returns no 
results.

Some suggestions

• Given that people are using the search engine, you can assume that people are looking for something 
so why not at least show the last 5 things searched for, or the 5 most popular products or pages?

• Does your internal search engine know what to do with synonyms? Will it find the same items for "ipod" 
and "i-pod"? If not you need to do some work.

• At a presentation a long time ago by the tech guys from BBC search, they showed how they'd imple-
ment what they call "Best Bets". It was a great if simple idea in which they'd identified items they'd ex-
pect people to want if they typed a certain word into a certain section of the web site at a certain time. 
These "best bets" were returned along with the usual search results.

• Make sure you have at your disposal the list of search terms used on your site that returned no search 
results and do something about that.
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2. Somewhere To Go Next

When designing web sites, it's tempting to think of them as a tree structure, with catego-
ries being branches or departments and the individual pages being the leaves, but it's not. 

The visitors to your web site rarely use it as you designed it, often landing on a page deep 
in the site missing the home page altogether. Often the page a visitor will not contain the 
information they need but because this page has been designed as a destination (or leaf) 
rather than as a step in a journey and have nowhere to go next.

It's then tempting to assume that your site navigation will encourage visitors to explore fur-
ther, but some recent recent research found that many web users are "navigation blind", 
passing as little heed to site navigation as they do banner ads.

Having somewhere to go next also usefully avoids the reduction in sales in what Jared 
Spool amusingly calls "The Back Button of Death".

Some suggestions

• Create landing pages that meet your customers needs rather than arguing with colleagues about who 
has most prominence on your home page.

• Don't assume that your site navigation will be used. Think about the linkages between your content 
rather than the categories. 

• Design and author the relationships or the "journey" rather than the structure of your site.

• As an exercise, look at your site without the main navigation. Is it still navigable? 

• Add extra inline links where appropriate. No content is an island.
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3. Facetted Search Results

Search results and product listing pages are often arbitrarily chunked into say 10 or 20 
items? It may return 3 or 4 hundred matches or more, too many results to read really. 

One of the easiest ways you can improve your site is to add search filters or "facets" to 
your search engine so that when people search, the attributes of the items found can be 
used to easily further drill down on what they are looking for. 

The example below from the Delia Smith web site shows how a search for "chicken" can 
be easily further filtered using the "Also found in" links at the right hand side.
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4. Default Actions

On many sites you have a main task you are trying to achieve, whether it's finding a pre-
sent for someone or buying a train ticket. All these sites break down these tasks into sepa-
rate screens but often fail to make it clear what THE ONE THING you should do on a par-
ticular page.

Amazon do a great job of designing buttons that are the "Default Action". There are other 
buttons on the page, but it is always obvious which is the button you should click next to 
achieve your task.

The Amazon screen below has lots of things I could do (Change quantities, add gift wrap-
ping etc.) but the "Place your order" button really stands out well. Now go to your web site 
and see if it is visually clear what you want your visitors to do.
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5. The 1, 2, 3 of Design Purpose

So many sites fail on this one. You'd be amazed but often, the owners of a web site 
haven't actually even decided what the purpose of their web site is, they have a web site 
because everyone else has one or because it seemed like a good idea at the time.

Given the way we all use the web, I reckon you probably have roughly 3 milliseconds to 
convince someone that your web site is where they should be. This is how I break down 
that precious moment for a first time visitor...

1. Am I in the right place? Does your company name or strap line peripherally assure people that they 
are in the right place? Are the images used helpful?

2. Am I convinced by this site? Does what's on screen or deeper in the site, reinforce the customers 
credibility of your company as they explore what you have to offer? Visitors are looking to be convinced so are you 
doing all you have to convince them? 

3. What should I do now? What is the ONE THING you people to do? Is it to call you, or to buy some-
thing or to sign up or to remember you or what? Tell them to do that thing. Make it clear how to do that thing. Make 
the design focus on doing that one thing.

Go to your site and see if you can visually and conceptually recognize the 1, 2, 3 in your 
design. 
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6. Chocolate Box Syndrome

Human beings put things in categories, we can't help it, but categories are also where lots 
of problems arise. For example, imagine that a web site, like life, was a box of chocolates 
and categorized thus...

• Soft centres

• Hard centres

• Ones that nobody likes

I wouldn't want to choose which category to click, but in general I have a very clear idea of 
which type of chocolate I'd like. 

Whether or not you should categorize chocolates like this or not is something you'd need 
to test using card-sorting techniques with your customers but the usability of these catego-
ries can be significantly improved by showing some of the items in it.

So, the above example might be changed to look like this...

• Soft centres (23)

• Hard centres (4)

• Ones that nobody likes(4)

..which at least gives us some clue as to what the arbitrary categories contain in terms of 
numbers. But it may be better served by showing it's contents with a fuller description, like 
this...

• Soft centres (dark chocolate orange creme, strawberry creme, coffee truffle      more >> ) 

• Hard centres (butterscotch toffee, hazelnut crunch, caramel      more >> )

• Ones that nobody likes ( turkish delight, crystallized ginger, praline     more >> )

Given that I prefer dark chocolate over milk, I am able to be encouraged into clicking, 
maybe going straight to the item I'd like (the "dark chocolate orange") and not wonder if 
the caramel is one of those nice gooey ones. When a category, such as "Soft Centre" re-
veals some of its contents, it helps us to better understand the parameters of the category.

And given, in most cases, we'd like to know what we are going to get before we get it, be-
cause a category (or link) reveals some of it's contents we are more likely to be tempted 
into clicking it.

Now visit your site and assess whether the categories you use "reveal their contents" or 
not.
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7. The Anxiety Test (why, why, why?)

This is a really easy test to run. It helps if you drink way too much strong coffee first. All 
you have to do is use your site and imagine worrying nervously and endlessly about every 
element on every page. For example, in the registration process, you could imagine worry-
ing...

• Why do they want my address? Will they send me junk mail though the post? 

• Will you sell my address?

• I wonder if you'll call round when I haven't tidied up a bit?

• What if I'm moving house next week? Can I change it later?

• Is this my credit card address or where I'm living now? Will this checkout process break?

• I don't know my post code yet, does this matter?

• Is "rd" OK or should I type "road"

• Do I really have to fill all these address fields?

Particularly for form items, where possible, it is reasonable to tell people what the implica-
tions of giving up some information are, why you need it and in what format you'd ideally 
like it. This puts people at ease with your site because it...

• calms anxieties and makes people more likely to buy

• reduces the errors people tend to make, creating a better experience

• sets expectations and helps to build trust
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8. 404 Page Not Found

This is a simple test too. Add some random characters at the end of your URL and hit re-
turn and see what you get.

What can you say? Sometimes people will link to you and get the URL completely wrong. 
It happens. Why not accept that it's going to happen and design for it. Don't think of your 
404 page as simply an error page, think of it as a page from which people should be able 
to get to the page they really wanted.

9. Newsletter Honesty

This test is related to both The Anxiety Test and The Chocolate Box Syndrome. Many sites 
offer the option to sign up for an email newsletter without telling the visitor...

• What the newsletter contains

• How frequent the newsletters are

• What you are going to do with their email address

Given  that most people are precious about their email In Tray. Does your site?

• Show examples of previous newsletters so that people can assess whether or not it is the type of thing 
they'd like to receive. If not why not?

• Is it honest about how often you send out the newsletter? Is it once a day, week, season?

• Do you state clearly what you will do with their email address?
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10. Page Titles

I still occasionally find sites where every 
page share the same title. Not the title as it 
appear inside the window, but in the window 
bar. It's not as common a mistake as it used 
to be but it's still happening.

Page titles are hugely important to the us-
ability of your customers browser book-
marks but also hugely important with re-
gards to how Google works and how people 
find you.

So, perform the test of ...What does your 
site look like in Google search results? For 
many people this is the one chance you 
have to convince them that your site is 
worth visiting. They don't get to see your 
lovely new design, they don't get to experience how usable your site is; all they see of your 
site is the blue, black and green of Google and the titles you have created.
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