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This third edition of The Essential Guide to User Interface Design is about designing clear,
easy-to-understand-and-use interfaces and screens for graphical and Web systems. It
is the eighth in a long series of books by the author addressing screen and interface
design. Over the past two decades these books have evolved and expanded as inter-
face technology has changed and research knowledge has expanded.

The first book in the series, called The Handbook of Screen Format Design, was pub-
lished in 1981. It presented a series of screen design guidelines for the text-based tech-
nology of that era. Through the 1980s and early 1990s the book’s content was regularly
updated to reflect current technology and published under different, but similar, titles.
In 1994, graphical user interface, or GUI, systems having assumed interface domi-
nance, the newest version of the book, which focused exclusively on graphical system
interface design, was released. It was titled It’s Time to Clean Your Windows. The follow-
on and updated version of It’s Time to Clean Your Windows was the first edition of this
book, The Essential Guide to User Interface Design. The impetus for these newer editions
of The Essential Guide to User Interface Design has been the impact of the World Wide
Web on interface and screen design. This new edition incorporates an extensive com-
pilation of Web interface design guidelines, and updates significant general interface
findings over the past several years.

Is Good Design Important?

Is good design important? It certainly is! Ask the users whose productivity improved
25 to 40 percent as a result of well-designed screens, or the company that saved $20,000
in operational costs simply by redesigning one window. (These studies are described
in Chapter 1.)

What comprises good design? To be truly effective, good screen design requires an
understanding of many things. Included are the characteristics of people: how we see,

Preface
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understand, and think. It also includes how information must be visually presented to
enhance human acceptance and comprehension, and how eye and hand movements
must flow to minimize the potential for fatigue and injury. Good design must also con-
sider the capabilities and limitations of the hardware and software of the human-com-
puter interface.

What does this book do? This book addresses interface and screen design from the
user’s perspective, spelling out hundreds of guidelines for good design in a clear and
concise manner. It blends the results of screen design research, knowledge concerning
people, knowledge about the hardware and software capabilities of the interface, and
my practical experience, which now spans 45 years in display-based systems.

Looking ahead, an example of what this book will accomplish for you is illustrated
in Figures P.1 through P.4. Figure P.1 is an actual interface screen. It looks bad but you
do not realize how really horrible it is until you look at Figure P.2, a redesigned ver-
sion. The same goes for Figure P.3, an original screen, and Figure P.4, a redesigned ver-
sion. This book will present the rules for the redesigned screens, and the rationale and
reasoning that explains why they are much friendlier. We’ll fully analyze these screens
later in this text. Sprinkled throughout the pages will also be many other examples of
good and bad design.

Figure P.1 An existing screen.

xx Preface

03_053423 fpref.qxp  3/1/07  9:10 PM  Page xx



Figure P.2 A redesigned screen.

Figure P.3 An existing screen.

Preface xxi
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The Purpose of This Book

This book’s first objective is to present the important practical guidelines for good
interface and screen design. It is intended as a ready reference source for all graphical
and Web systems. The guidelines reflect a mix of human behavior, science, and art,
and are organized within the context of the GUI design process. The specific objectives
are to enable the reader to do the following:

■■ Understand the many considerations that must be applied to the interface and
screen design process.

■■ Understand the rationale and rules for an effective interface design methodology.
■■ Identify the components of graphical and Web interfaces and screens, including

windows, menus, and controls.
■■ Design and organize graphical screens and Web pages to encourage the fastest

and most accurate comprehension and execution of screen features.
■■ Choose screen colors and design screen icons and graphics.
■■ Perform the user interface design process, including interface development and

testing.

The book’s other objective is to provide materials that, when applied, will allow our
users to become more productive—and more satisfied—using the interfaces we pro-
duce. A satisfied user also means, of course, a satisfied designer.

How This Book Is Organized

This book is composed of two parts. Part 1 provides an introduction to the human-
computer interface. Chapter 1 examines what an interface is, its importance, and its
history. Chapter 2 reviews the two dominant user interfaces today: the graphical user
interface (GUI) and the World Wide Web (WWW or Web). GUI interfaces are looked at
in terms of their components, characteristics, and advantages over the older text-based
systems. Web interfaces are compared to both GUI interfaces and conventional printed
documents. The differing characteristics of three distinct Web environments—the
Internet, intranet, and extranet—are also summarized. The second chapter concludes
with a statement of the basic underlying principles for interface design.

Part 2 presents an extensive series of guidelines for the interface design process. It is
organized in the order of the development steps typically followed in creating a
graphical system’s or Web site’s screens and pages. The 14 steps presented are:

xxii Preface
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Figure P.4 A redesigned screen.

Step 1: Know Your User or Client. To begin, an understanding of the most impor-
tant system or Web site component, the user or client, must be obtained.
Understanding people and what they do is a critical and often difficult and
undervalued process. The first step in the design process involves identifying
people’s innate and learned characteristics, and understanding how they affect
design.

Step 2: Understand the Business Function. A system or Web site must achieve the
business objectives for which it is designed. To do so requires an understanding
of the goals of the system and the functions and tasks performed. Determining
basic business functions, describing user activities through task analysis, under-
standing the user’s mental model, and developing a conceptual model of the sys-
tem accomplish this. The system’s conceptual model must fit the user’s view of
the tasks to be performed. Step 2 also addresses the establishment of design stan-
dards or style guides, and the definition of training and documentation needs.

Step 3: Understand the Principles of Good Interface and Screen Design. A well-
designed screen must reflect the needs and capabilities of its users, be developed
within the physical constraints imposed by the hardware on which it is dis-
played, and effectively utilize the capabilities of its controlling software. Step 3
involves understanding the capabilities of, and limitations imposed by, people,
hardware, and software in designing screens and Web pages. It presents an enor-
mous number of general design guidelines for organizing and presenting infor-
mation to people.

Preface xxiii
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Step 4: Develop System Menus and Navigation Schemes. Graphical systems and
Websites are heavily menu-oriented. Menus are used to designate commands,
properties that apply to an object, documents, and windows. To accomplish these
goals, a variety of menu styles are available to choose from. Step 4 involves
understanding how menus are used, and selecting the proper kinds for specific
tasks. The principles of menu design are described, and the purpose and proper
usage of various menu types are detailed. In this step guidelines for Web site nav-
igation are also presented. Topics addressed include the elements of Web naviga-
tion such as links, navigation aids, and search facilities.

Step 5: Select the Proper Kinds of Windows. Graphical screen design consists of a
series of windows. Step 5 involves understanding how windows are used and
selecting the proper kinds for the tasks. The elements of windows are described,
and the purpose and proper usage of various types of windows are detailed. The
step concludes with a discussion of Web browsers.

Step 6: Select the Proper Interaction Devices. In addition to the keyboard, a system
or Web site might offer the user a mouse, trackball, joystick, graphic tablet, touch
screen, light pen, or some other similar device. Step 6 consists of identifying the
characteristics and capabilities of these various control mechanisms and provid-
ing the proper ones for users and their tasks.

Step 7: Choose the Proper Screen-Based Controls. The designer is presented with
an array of controls to choose from. Selecting the right one for the user and the
task is often difficult. But, as with interaction devices, making the right choice is
critical to system success. A proper fit between user and control will lead to fast,
accurate performance. A poor fit will result in lower productivity, more errors,
and often user dissatisfaction. Step 7 consists of identifying the characteristics
and capabilities of these various screen-based controls and guidelines for provid-
ing the proper ones for users and their tasks.

Step 8: Write Clear Text and Messages. Creating text and messages in a form the
user wants and understands is absolutely necessary for system acceptance and
success. Rules for writing text and messages for systems and Web sites are pre-
sented.

Step 9: Provide Effective Feedback and Guidance and Assistance. Effective feed-
back and guidance and assistance are also necessary elements of good design.
This step presents the guidelines for presenting to the user feedback concerning
the system and its processing status. It also describes the system response times
necessary to meet user needs. Step 9 also describes the kinds of guidance and
assistance that should be included in a system, and presents important design
guidelines for the various kinds. 

Step 10: Provide Effective Internationalization and Accessibility. People from dif-
ferent cultures, and people who speak different languages may use graphical sys-
tems and Websites. Guidelines for accommodating different cultures and
languages in a design are presented. People with disabilities may also be users.
Design considerations for these kinds of users are also described.

Step 11: Create Meaningful Graphics, Icons, and Images. Graphics, including
icons and images, are an integral part of design. Design guidelines for various
types of graphics are presented. Icons are described, including a discussion of
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what kinds of icons exist, what influences their usability, and how they should be
designed so they are meaningful and recognizable. The elements of multimedia
presentation are also reviewed. Guidelines presented include those for images,
photographs, videos, drawings, animation, and audition. 

Step 12: Choose the Proper Colors. Color, if used properly, can emphasize the logi-
cal organization of a screen, facilitate the discrimination of screen components,
accentuate differences, and make displays more interesting. If used improperly,
color can be distracting and cause visual fatigue, impairing a system’s usability.
Step 12 involves understanding color and how to use it effectively on textual and
statistical graphics screens, and in Web sites.

Step 13: Organize and Layout Windows and Pages. After determining all the com-
ponents of a screen or page, the screen or page must be organized and its ele-
ments presented clearly and meaningfully. Proper presentation and organization
will encourage the quick and accurate comprehension of information and the
fastest possible execution of user tasks. Step 13 addresses the rules for laying out
all screen elements and controls in the most effective manner possible.

Step 14: Test, Test, and Retest. A host of factors must be considered in design and
numerous trade-offs will have been made. Indeed, the design of some parts of the
system may be based on skimpy data and simply reflect the most educated guess
possible. Also, the implications for some design decisions may not be fully appre-
ciated until the results can be seen. Waiting until after a system has been imple-
mented to uncover any deficiencies and make any design changes can be
aggravating, costly, and time-consuming. To minimize these kinds of problems,
interfaces and screens must be continually tested and refined as development
proceeds. Step 14 reviews the kinds of tests that can be performed, and discusses
creating, evaluating, and modifying prototypes in an iterative manner. It also
reviews final system testing and ongoing evaluations of working systems.

Because Part 2 is organized into what appear to be nonoverlapping linear tasks, this
does not mean to imply, however, that the actual design process will fall into such neat
categories—one step finishing and only then the next step starting. In reality, some
steps will run concurrently or overlap, and design iterations will cause occasional
movements backward as well as forward. If any of these steps are omitted, or care-
lessly performed, a product’s foundation will be flawed. A flawed foundation is diffi-
cult to correct afterward.

The readers of the first edition of this book will note that the order in which the
steps are presented has been slightly modified in subsequent editions and the number
of design steps was increased from 12 to 14. The most notable reordering change is the
repositioning of the step “Organize and Layout Windows and Pages” to near the end
of the development process. This was done to accommodate the much greater impor-
tance of graphical components in Web site design. The increase in the number of steps
resulted from material previously covered in one step being separated into three steps.
“Write Clear Text and Messages,” “Provide Effective Feedback and Guidance and
Assistance,” and “Provide Effective Internationalization and Accessibility” are
addressed separately to emphasize the importance of each of these activities.

This book is both a reference book and a textbook. A set of related bulleted listings
of guidelines, many with illustrative examples, are first presented in checklist form.
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Each checklist is then followed by more detailed explanatory text providing necessary
rationale and any research upon which they are based. The reader can use the narra-
tive to gain an understanding of the reasoning behind the guidelines and use the bul-
leted listings as a checklist for design.

Scattered throughout the book are many illustrations of design, both good and bad.
These illustrations have been made as generic as possible, without intending to reflect
any one graphical product or system. In view of the ever-changing interface land-
scape, this seems the most practical approach. The screen examples, however, were
created using Microsoft’s Visual Basic, so an illustrative bias will exist in this direction.

Research citations are confined to those in the last decade or so. Older citations have
been included, however, when they are extremely relevant to a guideline or a guide-
line’s discussion. Finally, also sprinkled throughout the book are a collection of design
myths to be discounted and maximums to be adhered to. 

Companion Website

A companion Website for this book exists at www.wiley.com/college/galitz. Exercises
for Part 1 and for each Step in Part 2 can be found at this Website. Answers and solu-
tions for these exercises will also be found there. 

In addition, the companion Website includes additional screen examples for Steps 4
and 13.  

Who Should Read This Book

This book, while essentially an introduction to interface design, will be useful for any
GUI system or Web page developer. For the developer with limited experience, a read-
ing of its entire contents is appropriate. For the more experienced developer a perusal
of its extensive contents will undoubtedly identify topics of further interest. The expe-
rienced developer will also find a review of the bulleted guidelines useful in identify-
ing topics to be read more thoroughly. All readers will also find the bulleted checklists
a handy reference guide in their development efforts.

From Here

Thank you for your interest in interface and screen design. The reader with any
thoughts or comments is invited to contact me.

Bill Galitz
Wilbert O. Galitz, Inc.
P.O. Box 1477
Surprise, Arizona 85378
(623) 214-2944

xxvi Preface

03_053423 fpref.qxp  3/1/07  9:10 PM  Page xxvi



My gratitude to Bob Elliott of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., for steering this book through
three editions. I would also like to thank my development editor, Ed Connor, and my
copy editor, Mildred Sanchez, for guidance and support throughout the writing and
production processes.

My gratitude is also extended to the multitude of user interface researchers and
designers without whose work this book would not have been possible.

I would also like to acknowledge and thank for their contributions several people
who have been instrumental in the shaping of my long career. They are: Ralph Notto,
Gaithersburg, Maryland, who many, many years ago gave me my first job in the not-
then-widely-practiced field of user interface design; Jack Endicott, Chicago, Illinois,
who provided me with the opportunity to write my first book; Ed Kerr and Larry
Grodman, Wellesley, Massachusetts, who made it feasible for me to establish my own
company; and Bob Bailey, Salt Lake City, Utah, and Michael Patkin, Adelaide, SA,
Australia, colleagues who have provided me with many useful insights over the years.
Thanks also to Rob and Trish Barnett, Canberra, ACT, Australia, who provided impor-
tant logistical, and technical support when it was needed. 

Finally, I would like to thank the many organizations and individuals who have
used my services over the past years. Without your support, this book, and others,
would not have been possible.

Acknowledgments

xxvii

04_053423 flast.qxp  3/13/07  4:13 PM  Page xxvii



04_053423 flast.qxp  3/13/07  4:13 PM  Page xxviii


