Designing Navigation with the Viewer in Mind

The first thing that a user notices about a Web site or multimedia project is the presentation and the visual appeal of the site, but these elements quickly fall to second place as soon as the user starts to interact with the project. After only a few seconds, the user will not care how good a site looks if they cannot find what they are looking for. 

Because of this, it is very important that the navigation and user controls of any project be given serious design attention. Before inserting these sorts of elements without any thought the designer should find the answers to several questions. For example, what is the best order for the information to be presented? Will visitors proceed through the site step-by-step or will they be free to surf around the entire site? 

Another vital part of planning is to determine and design the navigation controls that will be necessary to meet the needs of the user. Designing in this sense does not mean how the navigational elements will look, but is more concerned with what will be available on each page and where a visitor can go from each point. 

In the rest of this lecture, we will cover several specific concepts that will help a great deal in designing a navigation structure that is user friendly. 

Make it Understandable 
A user should be able to quickly understand which elements are the interactive controls and how they work. Web sites and multimedia projects that require users to go through a long learning process to understand navigation are not usually effective. An example of this would be buttons that are not clearly marked and require the user to spend time learning where each link leads them. 

As a rule, the navigation design should clearly indicate what the controls do or where they take a user. This can be accomplished through the use of descriptive labels and graphics. A project's navigation should not be a surprise or a mystery that must be solved by the user, unless that is the goal of the project. 

Another example of poor control design would be a project that uses buttons for navigation but also uses title graphics that look similar to the buttons. The user may think that the graphics are also part of the navigation. As you can imagine, this might cause some confusion and frustration for the user. 

Give Feedback 
Let the user know when they have activated some control. Whether it is by an audible sound, a color change, or some other indication, it is helpful to let a user know that they have made something happen, especially if there is a delay before the next part of the presentation loads. If a user clicks on some control and nothing changes immediately, they may assume that it didn't work. 

Another good feedback device is to include mouse over effects on controls. This lets the user know that they are in the correct place to trigger something. 

Make it Easy 

Users should not have to work at navigation. Keep the controls close together and keep them in the same areas from page to page. If the navigation is spread all over the page or the controls are in a different place each time a new page loads, the project will become more about figuring out how to navigate than whatever its real purpose is. 

Make it Forgiving 

If a user wants to exit the presentation or makes a mistake in navigation, they should not be trapped. They should be able to get back quickly and easily to where they want to be. Allow them to change their mind. Also, making the user perform some task before they are allowed to continue, like answering a question correctly, is better suited for computer games than a media presentation. 

By keeping these simple guides in mind while planning the navigation of any Web site or multi-media piece, the designer can accomplish quite a lot toward preventing user frustration as well as providing a positive experience with a successful project. 

