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introduction: 

an intuitive website 
It is a good idea to make any public website intuitive to use, 
regardless of the computer literacy of its predicted users.  
However, it is of course especially important to consider ways to 
increase a website's ease of use when working to create an online 
resource for a target audience that includes individuals who do not 
frequently use computers.  The success of a website depends on 
its usability, usefulness, and even the extent to which users find it 
aesthetically pleasing.   

 
A website’s ―intuitiveness‖ refers to the extent to which its layout, 
functions, and means by which a user retrieves information are 
instinctive.  A highly intuitive website is easier to navigate, 
operate, and gather information from for people of all levels of 
computer literacy, than is a website that requires more experience 
with computers to use.  Making a website intuitive is important 
for casting a broad net of users.  An ill-designed screen layout can 
cause users to take more time and be less accurate in their 
performance of a task (Streveler & Wasserman, 1984).     
 
This chapter will outline 12 basic guidelines for creating an 
intuitive website, based on research that has looked at both 
human-data interaction and human-computer interaction.   

 

summarizing  

what the research says 
WEBSITE VISITORS HAVE A GOAL IN MIND  Individuals who visit a 
website generally do so to find the answer to a question already in mind 
(Wright, 1982).  Website viewers very rarely read the website in its 
entirety, instead, they scan it to find the information they are looking for 
(Redish, 1989), so it is important for a site's creators to keep in mind the 
importance of making information easy to find, in order to avoid losing 
viewers.  Readers who are unable to find what they came for usually stop 
reading (Vaiana & McGlynn, 2002).  Nielsen (1996) adds that web users 
who experience difficulty in trying to use or navigate a website are likely 
to give up and begin searching for more usable sites.  So what advice for 
webpage design can we derive from the results of this research?  
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RULE 1: TELL VIEWERS WHAT THE WEBSITE OFFERS  Because 
web users generally come to a website seeking specific information, 
it is important that the site tell them right away whether or not it 
contains information relevant to their search.  A good website 
homepage should tell its viewer what the website contains and 
should make it clear how to use the site (Schenkman & Jönsson, 
2000).  The homepage of the site should explain right away what the 
purpose of the site is.  If the website is a representation of a 
company or organization, the site should clearly state what the name 
of the organization and what it does.  Don’t leave viewers guessing 
or assume that they know more than they do.   
 

RULE 2: MAKE THE TEXT ON THE PAGE SCANNABLE Because 
users are unlikely to take the time to read all of the text on the page, 
the most important information should stand out from the rest of 
the text.  Avoid including a lot of text on the homepage, as it will 
likely turn first-time viewers away from what will appear to be a 
cluttered website.   
 

RULE 3: MAKE THE INFORMATION EASILY RETRIEVABLE  Once viewers have 
determined that the website will be able to help them, they need to be able to 
easily access the information they came for.  Even a wonderfully informative 
website will be underutilized if the individuals who visit it are unable to figure out 
how to get the right information.  This means the website must be designed in a 
way that does not simply allow users to browse through its impressive information 
– a functional search option must be available.  The functionality of a search tool is 
best determined through observed test runs of the website by willing participants.   

 
Corkd.com (shown at right) is a great 
example of website that follows all three 
of these rules.   Its function is clearly 
stated in a prominent location on the 
homepage.  The amount of text is 
minimal, with important headings 
displayed in a bright color or bold font 
for easy scanning.  There is a noticeable 
search box at the top of the page, which 
(when used to search one’s favorite 
wine) retrieves a clear list of users 
reviews of the particular wine (Cork'd, 
LLC, 2007).   

Corkd.com 

This website, used for posting and sharing wine reviews, follows all three of 
the rules outlined to accommodate the fact that users visit a site with a 
particular goal in mind (Cork'd, LLC, 2007).   
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THE BRAIN’S ROLE van Schaik and Ling (2001) describe research on 
visual search processes that contribute to information retrieval when using 
websites.  They explain that two ―visual subsystems‖ work together to 
create a ―scan path.‖  Two stages of the visual search process are outlined 
by Scott (1993) and Wolfe (1994).  In the first stage, the viewer's 
peripheral subsystem processes all locations on the screen in parallel, but 
the individual does not retain much of the information.  The peripheral 
subsystem then decides where the viewer's attention will focus.  In the 
second stage, the viewer narrows down the amount of information on the 
page that they take in, restricting it to what is relevant to his or her search.  
At this point, the viewer's foveal subsystem works to retain more 
information perform more complex tasks.  The second stage's limited 
capacity, however, means that the viewer can only retain information 
from a few locations on the page at a time.  From this information, we can 
derive two more rules for successful design:   
 

RULE 4: MAKE IMPORTANT INFORMATION STAND OUT  
Individuals first quickly process all the information on the page 
then, with the help of their peripheral subsystems, narrow down 
what information they will actually pay attention to.  In order to 
increase the likelihood that the important information on the page 
doesn’t get filtered out in the first stage of visual processing, it is 
important to make the important information particularly 
noticeable.  This might mean making the text larger, a different 
color, placed prominently on the page.   
 

RULE 5: DON’T MAKE VIEWERS REMEMBER TOO MUCH  
Because viewers can only remember information from a couple 
locations on the screen at one time, it is important to avoid 
requiring viewers to try to remember many bits of information at 
one time.  This means avoiding any task that requires readers to 
retain information from one part of the page for the purpose of 
comparing it with information on another part of the page.  For 
example, very long lists of navigation links require users to read 
the list multiple times before they remember which of the options 
is likely the best for their search.  To avoid this, make the 
navigation lists brief (group them into categories if needed) and 
put any other information that users might want to compare side-
by-side close enough together that this can be accomplished.  The 
image at right is, ironically, the left panel navigation list from The 
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) website, which ―develops 
interoperable technologies (specifications, guidelines, software, 
and tools) to lead the Web to its full potential‖ (W3C, 1994-
2008).  

W3.org Homepage Left Navigation Bar 

Many aspects of the World Wide Web 
Consortium’s webpage, dedicated to 
“leading the Web to its full potential” 
violate the rules outlined here, 
including its left navigation bar, which 
lists over 70 options for viewers to pick 
from on the homepage alone (W3C, 
1994-2008).   
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THE ROLE OF SCHEMATA  In their article on designing reports 
for consumers, Vaiana & McGlynn (2002) explain that people use 
schemata, or ―organized packets of information stored in long-
term memory‖ to interpret information, and that readers must 
know what schema is appropriate to interpret information at 
hand.  They add that people who are familiar with a certain kind 
of information or layout (such as information that compares 
performances) are more likely to use websites that use this kind of 
information, because they already possess the appropriate schema.  
Using and navigating a website can be difficult for some users who 
have not determined or developed the appropriate schema to do 
so (Wright & Lickorish, Menus and memory load: Navigation 
strategies in interactive search tasks, 1994).  Again, these findings 
allow us to set guidelines for effective website design.   

 

RULE 6: STICK TO A SIMPLE FRAMEWORK  
Because viewers use established schemata to 
interpret websites, it makes sense to use a 
traditional webpage format.  As Miles Galliford of 
SubHub.com writes, ―With print newspapers and 
magazines, there are basic elements that people have 
become used to and comfortable with.  Websites 
are the same‖ (Galliford, 2006).  He offers a 
―proven industry framework‖ for site builders to 
follow in the creation of successful webpages 
(reconstructed at right).  In their research on 
webpage design and efficiency of use, van Schaik & 
Ling (2001) found that having a webpage’s 
navigation bar at either the top or the left increased ease of use for 
all of their participants, whether they were experienced Web 
users or less familiar with the Internet.   

 

Galliford‟s Suggested Page Layout 

Consistent with the research findings 
on webpage processing, SubHub.com 
contributor Miles Galliford outlines a 
traditional layout that allows viewers 
to successfully utilize their established 
schemata to interpret new websites 
(Galliford, 2006).  
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RULE 7: DESIGN THE SITE WITH THE NEEDS OF THE 
VIEWERS IN MIND  A common mistake among people who are 
―experts‖ in a particular field is a tendency to display information 
in a way that makes sense to them, but which may not be easily 
understood by ―nonexperts‖ (Hayes, Schriver, Spilka, & Blaustein, 
1986).  Understanding the needs of a website's users and testing a 
website's usability at various points in the development process 
are essential to creating a successful site (Vora, 1998).  
SubHub.com article ―Design Your Website For Your Visitors, Not 
For You‖ explains the difference between an award-winning 
website and one that is easily used:   

SubHub.com‟s Advice on Designing for the 
Visitor 
In this article, the author explains 
potential pitfalls in professional web 
design (SubHub Ltd, 2006). 
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RULE 8: PUT THE NAVIGATION BAR AT 
THE TOP OR THE LEFT  In addition to being 
a familiar web design, van Schaik & Ling 
(2001) research found that websites that have 
navigation bars at the top (like the one shown 
at right) and those with navigation bars at the 
left (like the one shown below) both aid users 
in faster and more efficient use.   

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
MANIPULATING WHAT THE VIEWER SEES  According to van Schaik & 
Ling (2001), visual conspicuity of the objects or words on the page (such 
as their size, color, orientation, etc.) plays a large role in what is selected 
by the peripheral system as the area or areas of focus.  Their research also 
revealed that the visual search process is not affected by color contrast, but 
rather by the layout of the screen.  They summarized their results to 
explain the stages of visual processing, shown below: 

  

RULE 9: USE BOLD FONTS AND DIFFERENT SIZED IMAGES  
In order to make important information stand out, it is a good 

Starbucks Corporation Homepage 

The Starbucks Coffee Company 
homepage features a navigation bar 
with seven options at the top of the 
page, just beneath their logo and store 
locator (Starbucks Corporation, 2009).     

Trinity College Homepage 

Trinity’s homepage uses a side panel as well 
as a small navigation panel across the top 
of the page (Trinity College, 2009).  

Van Schaik and Ling‟s (2001) results 

The researchers describe their 
conclusions on the visual search 
process in these four steps.   
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idea to use fonts of varying sizes, colors, and styles to make 
important text noticeable.   

 

 
RULE 10: TEST THE WEBSITE REGULARLY DURING 
PRODUCTION  It is easy for web creators to get caught up in the 
construction of a site.  A website will likely make sense to a team 
that has spent a significant amount of time developing and editing 
it than to an individual who visits it for the first time.  Feedback 
from members of the site’s target audience is critical, and 
receiving viewers responses to the site over the course of its 
creation will help avoid putting a lot of work into an ultimately 
unusable website.  Holding a few focus groups of a handful (10 or 
15) of members of the website’s target audience is a good way to 
observe how individuals view and use the site and get honest 
feedback (frustrated or confused users will let you know what 
parts of the site are problematic).   
 

Ebay.com Homepage 

Ebay’s homepage is a great example 
of a website that utilizes fonts of 
different styles and sizes and images 
of varying sizes to grab direct the 
visitors’ attentions to what they wish 
to advertise (eBay Inc, 1995-2009).   
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RULE 11: EXPLAIN THINGS IN A LANGUAGE ALL VIEWERS 
CAN UNDERSTAND  It is important that the contents of a 
website, especially one meant to appeal to a community that 
includes a broad range of computer literacy and education levels.  
VBulletin.org, the homepage for which is shown below, is a great 
example of a jargon-filled website.  One might argue that its users 
consist entirely of individuals to whom this kind of information 
makes sense, but the website does nothing to encourage a new 
viewer to learn about what the site has to offer.  The language 
does not cast a broad net, making it unlikely that new viewers 
who are not experts in the subject of the website will take an 
interest in learning more.   

 

 
RULE 12: IF APPLICABLE, INCLUDE OTHER LANGUAGE 
OPTIONS  If the target audience includes non-English speaking 
individuals, it is a good idea to provide a link to your site in other 
languages.  Although there are automatic website translating tools 
available, a professional translation guarantees accuracy.   

VBulletin.org‟s Homepage Alienates Non-Experts 

The content of the website’s homepage not 
only neglects to explain to users what service 
the site provides but also does a good job of 
making sure that viewers who are unfamiliar 
with the subject of the site remain that way 
(Jeisoft Enterprises Ltd., 2000-2009).   



CHAPTER 6: MAKING A WEBSITE INTUITIVE 

39 Designing Effective Google
™

 Maps for Social Change  

case study: 

 
 

All of these design parameters were used in the creation of the 
SmartChoices website.  This section will go step by step through 
the designs used for the homepage, search page, and the ―About 
This Website‖ (FAQ) page.  Discussion of the website’s results 
page will be included as a part of Chapter 7 on intuitive data 
design.   
 

TELL VIEWERS WHAT THE WEBSITE OFFERS  In designing the 
SmartChoices homepage (shown below in its completed state), we agreed 
that it was especially important that the site appear welcoming and 
approachable from the start.  The description is shown at the top left 
corner of the homepage, where most readers visual search path begins, 
even before the website’s title.  Viewers know right away that they have 
reached a site that offers ―A digital guide to Public School Choice in the 
Greater Hartford region.‖  The title of the site is displayed in clear, bright, 
letters at the top of the screen (Cities, Suburbs, and Schools Project at 
Trinity College & ConnCAN, 2009).  

SmartChoices Homepage 

In its completed state, the 
SmartChoices homepage follows each 
of the guidelines outlined in here in 
Chapter 6 (Cities, Suburbs, and 
Schools Project at Trinity College & 
ConnCAN, 2009).     
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MAKE THE TEXT ON THE PAGE SCANNABLE We knew it was 
important to keep our homepage simple so as not to discourage users.  In 
order to keep the homepage scannable, we kept the amount of text 
included to a minimum.  We also used bullet points and varying text sizes 
so that the four main points on the homepage were clear.   
 

MAKE THE INFORMATION EASILY RETRIEVABLE  Because the function 
of SmartChoices is to allow users to search and retrieve information on 
Hartford schools, it is especially important that users not become 
discouraged at any point during the search process.  The SmartChoices 
website is a part of a research project on school choice in Hartford, and as 
such we needed to require its users to agree to its terms of use.  After 
reading the text ―I voluntarily agree to allow my search data to be 
collected anonymously to help researchers learn more about school 
choice.‖, users click the button to begin their search, which read ―I 
Agree—Start Search‖.   
 
After clicking the search button, users are brought to the SmartChoices 
search page (shown on the next page).  The actual search page was 
designed to make the school search process as simple and straightforward 
as possible.  Because the focus groups revealed a lot of frustration from 
parents over the school choice process, we wanted to make sure to avoid 
anything that would deter already skeptical parents from using our useful 
tool.  To do this, we again kept the text on the page to a minimum, 
including the search box at the top of the search panel at the left of the 
map.  In an attempt to reduce confusion and potential problems involving 
the format of the typed address, we included an example address directly 
above the search box.  Next, users are asked to select their students’ 
grades for the coming school year, which they select from a drop-down 
menu.  Lastly, the users select whether they would like to see ―District 
Schools‖, ―Interdistrict Schools‖ or both, by clicking or unclicking the 
check boxes at the left of each option.  To conduct the search, they click 
the ―Search‖ button.   
 
Making the information retrievable also involves more than making the 
actual search process simple: the search as it is carried out by the database 
must also be functional, meaning that it retrieves the information asked of 
it accurately and quickly.  To ensure that this was the case with 
SmartChoices, we conducted many random tests and provided a feedback 
option on the webpage should anyone encounter a problem in the search 
process.  We were alerted to a couple of issues with the database by early 
testers of the SmartChoices site and were able to address and rectify them 
immediately.   
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SmartChoices Search Page 

The search page allows a user to very 
simply type a home address into the 
search box, select the child’s grade 
and what kinds of schools to display.  
The required steps to obtain 
information are straightforward.   
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After completing the search, the results generated by the SmartChoices 
database appear below the map in a grid of information (discussed in 
Chapter 7).  To keep the information simple and useful, we did our best 
to include as much important information as possible, without 
overwhelming the viewers.   

 
MAKE IMPORTANT INFORMATION STAND OUT  On the homepage 
and the search page, we used the least amount of text possible, making 
sure to make the font size of important text somewhat larger than the rest 
of the text on the page.  On the homepage, we made the website’s 
description prominent, along with the names and logos of the 
organizations behind SmartChoices, making sure that users could contact 
the appropriate people with questions and read up on the background of 
the Cities, Suburbs, and Schools Project at Trinity College and the work of 
ConnCAN.  We also made sure that the search button did not become 
hidden toward the bottom of the page (knowing that we needed to include 
the description of the terms of the website before it) by making it large 
and a darker color than the rest of the page.   

 

DON’T MAKE VIEWERS REMEMBER TOO MUCH  From the homepage 
to the search page, we made sure that there wasn’t any specific 
information that users would need to remember (and thus have to click 
back a page to retrieve).  To this end, we also decided to keep the page 
format the same across both pages, with the description, logo, and 
navigation bar across the top of the page.  We believed that, this way, 
users would not need to spend any time having to cognitively orient where 
they were hierarchically on the site.   
 

STICK TO A SIMPLE FRAMEWORK  Along with our decision to keep the 
framework of all of the SmartChoices pages consistent across the pages, 
we also followed the basic guidelines for intuitive webpage design.  This 
meant putting the masthead at the very top of the page, followed by the 
navigation bar directly under it, and the bulk of the information in the 
center of the page (much like Galliford’s diagram on page 32).   
 

DESIGN THE SITE WITH THE NEEDS OF THE VIEWERS IN MIND  In 
the case of SmartChoices, we knew that it was of the utmost importance 
that we not get caught up in organizing the website in a way that would 
not make sense to individuals seeing it for the first time.  The needs of our 
viewers, as we predicted them, were to better understand Hartford’s 
school system structure, to obtain information on what schools their 
children were eligible to attend, and to get accurate and interpretable data 
on each school and its performance.   We also understood that many 
parents had become increasingly frustrated by the lack of information 
available both online and in print, and we kept this in mind when 
designing the SmartChoices site.   
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We predicted that many of our users would not be regular Internet users, 
so we needed to make the site as intuitive as possible.  Furthermore, we 
expected that viewers would not want to have to dig through many other 
distractions before being able to complete their school searches, so we 
decided that the search function would be the primary focus of the 
website.  Farah Khan, ConnCAN’s graphic designer, was able to integrate 
our wishes for the layout and function of the SmartChoices site into an 
attractive and professional quality website.   
 
One of our later additions to the page layout and design was the 
photograph of the child that appears on the homepage.  In conversations 
with Lourdes Fonseca, ConnCAN’s Community Relations Specialist, she 
recommended that we include a picture of a school-aged child to make the 
homepage more inviting and to encourage parents to make the effort to 
learn more about school choice for the sake of their own children.     
 
It was of course equally important that the actual information for each 
school that appeared after completing a search also be easy to read, 
understand, and compare.  Advice for making data intuitive will be 
discussed in Chapter 7.   
 

PUT THE NAVIGATION BAR AT THE TOP OR THE LEFT  Following the 
advice of the research, we opted to put our simple, three item navigation 
bar at the top of the page, with the search panel on the left hand side.  The 
navigation bar at the top of the page was consistent across all of the pages 
on the SmartChoices website (the homepage, search page, results page, 
and the FAQ page).  We believed that this would help users, especially 
those less familiar with the Internet, orient themselves on the site.   
 

SmartChoices Navigation Bar 

This three-option navigation bar 
appears at the top of every page on 
the SmartChoices website (Cities, 
Suburbs, and Schools Project at Trinity 
College & ConnCAN, 2009).     
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USE BOLD FONTS AND DIFFERENT SIZED IMAGES  Following this rule 
was important for creating an inviting homepage, a simple search page, 
and a clear FAQ page.  The ―About This Website‖ page (shown below) 
utilized the ―bold fonts and different sized images‖ rule the most, as it 
contains a huge amount of information on one page meant to clarify users 
questions.   
 

 
TEST THE WEBSITE REGULARLY DURING PRODUCTION  We were 
able to test the website during the two focus groups at Trinfo Café, a 
community Internet café run by Trinity College.  The feedback we 
received from the parents and administrators was extremely helpful for us 
in determining what aspects of the beta site were confusing, misleading, or 
ill explained.  Additionally, we were able to learn what information the 
parents and administrators most wanted to see and what they spent the 
most time looking at.  With this information, we were able to go back and 
make revisions to our first version of SmartChoices to make it more 
informative and intuitive to use.   
 

EXPLAIN THINGS IN A LANGUAGE ALL VIEWERS CAN 
UNDERSTAND  We witnessed confusion from both parents and 
administrators in the focus groups, regarding terms like ―District Schools,‖ 
―Interdistrict Schools,‖ and ―Performance Gain.‖  Because these terms are 
becoming more widely used with the expansion in the number of magnet 
and charter schools in Hartford (discussed in Chapter 3), we hoped to 
provide explanations of these terms that would provide clarity for parents, 
which they would then be able to pass along to other parents.   
 
Because the website inevitably needed to include this ―school choice 
jargon,‖ we considered it necessary to construct a simple way to explain 
the terms to parents without sacrificing our simple, uncluttered website 
layout.  To do this, we made the words ―District Schools‖ and 

Clickable Links on SmartChoices‟ Search Panel 

To keep the page simple and uncluttered, we 
decided to make the words “District Schools” 
and “Interdistrict Schools” into clickable links 
that would lead parents to the FAQ page’s 
description of Hartford’s different school types 
(Cities, Suburbs and Schools Project at Trinity 
College and ConnCAN, 2009).     

SmartChoices FAQ Page Excerpt 

This small section of the “About this 
Website” page shows the simple design 
used to portray a lot of information.  
Without making the page “too busy,” the 
bold fonts and colored link text makes 
necessary information stand out and 
facilitates scanning across the page as a 
whole (Cities, Suburbs, and Schools Project 
at Trinity College & ConnCAN, 2009).  
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―Interdistrict Schools‖ as they appeared as options on the search panel 
(shown at right) into clickable links, which would lead users to the FAQ 
page’s section that defines each school type (shown below), as well as any 
other potentially confusing terms included on the site.   
 

 

IF APPLICABLE, INCLUDE OTHER LANGUAGE OPTIONS  The city of 
Hartford is home to an estimated 118,655 people, 45.4% of which speak a 
language other than English at home, 37.3% speak Spanish at home, and 
19.7% speak English less than ―very well.‖  (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005-
2007 American Community Survey, 2005-2007).  Given the large 
percentage of Spanish-speakers in our target audience, we knew it was a 
good idea to have a translated Spanish version of the website.   
 
 
By following the 12 rules outlined in this chapter, we created a simple, 
attractive, and usable website for parents to conduct searches and obtain 
information to assist their decisions.  However, the website’s interface 
intuitiveness was not our only design concern; because the website was to 
include performance data on each Hartford public school, we needed to 
ensure that the statistics we included were equally legible.  The next 
chapter will cover how to make the data presented on the website easy to 
use and interpret.   

FAQ Page‟s Description of School Types 

By making some words into links, we 
could lead users to a small glossary of 
school choice terms while still keeping 
the search panel simple and inviting 
(Cities, Suburbs, and Schools Project 
at Trinity College & ConnCAN, 2009).     


