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What is a GUI? 
(Why is it important to get right?)
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Usability

THE PRODUCT DOES 
WHAT YOU NEED IT TO DO

THE PRODUCT DOES IT 
QUICKLY AND SAFELY

THE PRODUCT IS EASY TO 
LEARN
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Nine Basic Principles of 
GUI Design
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1. Focus on 
the users 
and their 
tasks (not 
the tech)

• Understand the users
• Who are they? What are they like? 

• Beyond Novice – Experienced
• Understand the tasks
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2. Consider 
function first, 
presentation 
last

• Develop a Conceptual Model for the 
software
• Expressed in terms of user’s tasks
• Make it simple
• Design with users in mind, not how it’ll look

• Objects/Actions Analysis
• If it’s not here, users should have no idea it 

exists

• Develop a lexicon
• Keep it updated
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3. Conform 
to a user’s 
view of the 
task

• Make sure everything has a default
• Templates
• Guided Paths (Wizards)
• Be careful!

• Progressive disclosure
• Generic Commands
• Customizability
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4. Design for 
the common 
case

• Required amount of effort proportional to 
complexity
• Do a little, get a lot is often better!

• How Often vs How Many
• More frequent, less clicks
• More users, more visible

• Design for core cases, not edge cases
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5. Don’t 
distract users 
from their 
goals

• Don’t make people actively think about the 
software they’re using
• This is really, really, bad if you mess up.
• Do not, do not give users extra problems.
• Try to avoid reason by elimination
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6. Facilitate 
learning

• ”Outside-in” not “Inside-out”
• Don’t let users misinterpret your design

• Be consistent, but be careful
• Can be misapplied
• Does it make certain tasks harder?
• Let users try it out!

• Ensure a low-risk environment

IT Support Personalize Job Board Internal 
Audit

Departments

Source: 
https://www.nngroup.
com/articles/bad-
icons/
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7. Deliver 
information, 
not just data

• Data is NOT information
• Interpret it and give it back to the user

• Get professional UI and graphical help if 
needed
• Preserve display inertia
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7. Cont.

• The screen belongs to the user:
• DO NOT TOUCH THE MOUSE 

POINTER (don’t even think about 
it)

• DO NOT MOVE CONTROLS TO 
MEET OR MOVE AWAY FROM 
POINTER (literally remove pointer 
from your vocab)

• DO NOT AUTOMATICALLY MOVE 
OR RESIZE WINDOWS (they will 
come to your house)
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8. Design for 
responsiveness

• Most important factor (besides pointer 
touching)
• Responsiveness != Performance
• Feedback!
• Let users do things while its busy
• Let them abort operations they don’t want
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9. Try it out, 
then fix it!

• Try a test wave! Then fix
• Remember: Nothing is perfect on the 

first try
• Informational vs Social Goals
• Informational: What isn’t working and 

how to fix it
• Social: Convince your developers they’re 

wrong (good luck)
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Thank you! J
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