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Hello…
I’m Nick Kolenda. 

 

I wrote this guide for designers who want to 
improve their interfaces (e.g., websites, apps, 
software). Inside you’ll find usability guidelines 
for any product. 

 

It’s free for everyone — share this PDF with your 
team or colleagues. 

 

Download my other guides here:

www.NickKolenda.com 
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Create an Entry Point

Psst…

Every interface needs a specific element 
that pulls the eye into the design.

5

Emphasize the Most Important Element

Desaturate Elements Near the Entry Point

FOCUS

www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses
more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



Guide Eye Flow
Once you capture attention, guide it 
throughout the design.

Obscure Background Details

Overlap Elements Across Sec�ons

6

FOCUS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Group Similar Elements
Push them closer. Use the same color.  
Group them inside a container.

Push Headlines Closer to Their Sec�ons

Keep Labels Close to Their Elements

FOCUS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Group Similar Elements By Proximity

Categorize Long Lists Into Smaller Sec�ons

Dis�nguish Powerful Func�ons to Minimize Slips

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



9

Remove Unnecessary Elements
Maintain focus toward the 
elements that matter.

Omit Self-Explanatory Instruc�ons

Maximize Data-Ink Ra�os

FOCUSFOCUS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Hide Peripheral Details in Expandable Mediums

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate Hidden Sec�ons 
of the Design
Let users know if your interface extends 
beyond the visible boundaries.

Indicate Whether Content Exists Below the Fold

FOCUS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Convey Depth Through Fades or Shadows

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Depict Changes Without 
Disrup�ng the User
Help users notice and understand 
changes to the interface.

Prevent Changes From Blocking Other Func�ons

Animate Visual Changes to the Interface

FOCUS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Indicate Which Items Have Changed

Warn Users When a Timed Func�on Will Occur

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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16

Indicate Which Items Are 
Interac�ve
Users should know whether they can 
interact with an element.

Change the Cursor or Medium

Change the Element

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Indicate Which Element Will Receive the Interac�on

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Provide Feedback During and 
A�er Interac�ons
Users should know whether an 
interaction was successful.

Indicate Whether an Interac�on Will Be Successful

Indicate Whether an Interac�on Was Successful

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate in Rela�ve 
Terms
Relative framing can be more meaningful 
than absolute framing.

Communicate Time in Rela�on to the Present

Compare Numbers With a Meaningful Baseline

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Help Users Find Their 
Current Loca�on
Users can feel lost. Clarify their position 
inside the interface.

Show the User’s Previous Steps

Indicate the Loca�on of the Cursor

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate the Current Phase of Interac�ons

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Design for Scannability
Don’t resist scanning. Embrace it. Create 
designs that facilitate scanning.

Place Important Informa�on Toward the Beginning

Insert the Main Takeaway into Headlines

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate the Expected 
Outcome of Interac�ons
Users should know what will happen 
before it happens.

Show the Number of Items in a Group

Indicate the Next Item in a Sequence

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Show a Preview of the Output

Describe the Des�na�ons of Links

Specify the Interac�on That Will Occur

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Match the User’s Expecta�ons
Once you communicate the right 
expectations, verify them.

Stay Consistent Between Links and Des�na�ons

UNDERSTANDING

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



26

Show the Primary Essence Upon Loading

Adhere to a Consistent Layout

Choose Colors That Are Seman�cally Meaningful

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Help Users Choose Op�ons
More options aren’t necessarily 
better. Simplify choices.

Suggest a Star�ng Point

Compare Op�ons Across A�ributes

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Recommend an Op�on

Show the Typical Answer

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Minimize the Detriments 
of Wai�ng
If users need to wait for something, 
shorten the length of this time.

Decrease Their Arousal With Cool Colors

Keep Users Engaged While They Wait

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



31

Align Machine Down�me With User Down�me

Populate the Interface With Placeholders While Loading

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Minimize Reliance on 
Calcula�ons and Memory
Don’t let users struggle to calculate or 
remember something.

Calculate the Number of Items Remaining

Keep Per�nent Informa�on Visible

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Let Users Copy Informa�on

Indicate Which Items Users Have Already Viewed

Minimize Creden�als That Are Specific to the Interface

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Minimize Redundant Tasks
Sometimes users need to perform the 
same action again. Make it easier.

Let Users Duplicate Past Input

Preserve Input During Interface Changes

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Monitor Excessive Input or Repe��ons

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Place Frequent Interac�ons 
Closer to Users
Not all functions are equal. Common 
functions should be easier.

Keep Op�ons Visible in Small Assortments

Prefill Input Fields With Common Responses

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Offer Sugges�ons From Predicted Input

Posi�on Common Answers At the Top of Lists

Keep Per�nent Informa�on in Front of an Interac�on

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Keep Frequent Interac�ons Visible

Hide Infrequent Interac�ons

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Guide Users Toward 
Their Goal
Give ‘em a push.

Nudge Users Toward Value

Start Progress Above Zero

EFFORT

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



COMPATIBILITY
GUIDELINE 5

FOCUS
GUIDELINE 1

UNDERSTANDING
GUIDELINE 2

EFFORT
GUIDELINE 3

ERRORS
GUIDELINE 4×



41

Prevent the Possibility 
of Errors
Design interfaces that are error-proof.

Disable Bu�ons When Users Click Them

Only Offer Inputs That Are Acceptable

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Enable Func�ons Only When Necessary

Structure Text Fields to Match Input

Add Constraints to Irreversible Changes

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate the 
Requirements for an 
Interac�on
What do users need in order 
to do something?

Describe the Necessary Input

Describe the Necessary Parameters

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Populate the Units or Parameters

Match Form Sizes With Input Sizes

Indicate Which Elements Are Required

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Monitor Signals That Are 
Typical in Errors
Catch mistakes before they happen.

Monitor Wording That Contradicts Intent

Monitor Empty Submissions

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Monitor for Inac�vity

Confirm Whether a Repeated Ac�on Was Intended

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Provide Easy Ways to 
Revert or Escape
Help users reverse past slips.

Skip Confirma�ons in Reversible Decisions

Let Users Undo Mul�ple Levels of Ac�on

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Help Users Resolve 
the Issue
If users make a mistake, help them 
fix the problem.

Iden�fy the Problem and Solu�on to Errors

Point Users to Support or Documenta�on

Avoid Saying “You” in Error Messages

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Extend Movable Paths and 
Clickable Areas
Don’t require precision.

Add a Transparent Bu�on to Small Bu�ons

Hyperlink the Full Background of an Item

ERRORS

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Delay Hover Anima�ons By a Few Milliseconds

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Accommodate the User’s 
Skill or Knowledge
Help novice users without hindering 
expert users.

Help Users Understand Unfamiliar Languages

Help Users Understand Unfamiliar Terms

COMPATIBILITY

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Onboard Users Based on Their Exper�se

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Accommodate the User’s 
Goal or Workflow
Every user works differently. Design for 
these varying workflows

Let Users Control the Appearance of Elements

Let Users Control the Order of Elements

COMPATIBILITY

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Let Users Postpone Unnecessary Tasks

Offer Mul�ple Ways to Accomplish a Task

Let Users Go Directly to a Loca�on

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Maximize the Accessibility of 
Your Interface
Help every user interact with your 
interface.

Categorize Elements With Seman�c Markup

Provide Alterna�ve Formats of Content

COMPATIBILITY

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Communicate Informa�on in Mul�ple Formats

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Maximize Compa�bility for All 
Inputs and Scenarios
Monitor for “extreme” input to verify that 
your interface works.

Ensure That Messages Apply to All Scenarios

Accept Various Formats of Input

COMPATIBILITY

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:



59

Handle Inputs With Improper Forma�ng

Psst…
www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses

more ideas in my course on Website Behavior:
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Emphasize the Most Important Element

CREATE AN ENTRY POINT

Desaturate Elements Near the Entry Point

Obscure Background Details

Overlap Elements Across Sections

Push Headlines Closer to Their Sections

Keep Labels Close to Their Elements

Group Similar Elements By Proximity

GUIDE EYE FLOW

GROUP SIMILAR INTERESTS

Categorize Long Lists Into Smaller Sections

Distinguish Powerful Functions to 
Minimize Slips

61www.NickKolenda.com
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Omit Self-Explanatory Instructions

Maximize Data-Ink Ratios

Hide Peripheral Details in Expandable 

Indicate Whether Content Exists 
Below the Fold

Convey Depth Through Fades or Shadows

REMOVE UNNECESSARY ELEMENTS

DEPICT CHANGES WITHOUT DISRUPTING THE USER

Prevent Changes From Blocking 
Other Functions

COMMUNICATE HIDDEN SECTIONS OF THE DESIGN

Animate Visual Changes to the Interface

Indicate Which Items Have Changed

Warn Users When a Timed Function 
Will Occur

Focus (continued)

62www.NickKolenda.com



Change the Cursor or Medium

Change the Element

Indicate Which Element Will 
Receive the Interaction

Indicate Whether an Interaction 
Will Be Successful

Indicate Whether an Interaction 
Was Successful

COMMUNICATE WHICH ITEMS ARE INTERACTIVE

COMMUNICATE IN RELATIVE TERMS

Compare Numbers With a Meaningful 
Baseline

PROVIDE FEEDBACK DURING AN AFTER INTERACTIONS

Communicate Time in Relation to the Present

HELP USERS FIND THEIR CURRENT LOCATION

Show the User’s Previous Steps

Indicate the Location of the Cursor

UNDERSTANDING
GUIDELINE 2

63www.NickKolenda.com



Communicate the Current Phase of Interactions

Place Important Information 
Toward the Beginning

Insert the Main Takeaway into Headlines

COMMUNICATE THE EXPECTED OUTCOME OF INTERACTIONS

Show the Number of Items in a Group

DESIGN FOR SCANNABILITY

Indicate the Next Item in a Sequence

Describe the Destinations of Links

Show a Preview of the Output

Specify the Interaction That Will Occur

Stay Consistent Between Links 
and Destinations

Show the Primary Essence Upon Loading

MATCH THE USER’S EXPECTATIONS

Understanding (continued)

64www.NickKolenda.com



Adhere to a Consistent Layout

Choose Semantically Meaningful Colors

HELP USERS CHOOSE OPTIONS

Compare Options Across Attributes

Suggest a Starting Point

Show the Typical Answer

Recommend an Option

3 | EFFORT

Decrease Their Arousal With Cool Colors

Keep Users Engaged While They Wait

Align Machine Downtime With User Downtime

MINIMIZE THE DETRIMENTS OF WAITING

65www.NickKolenda.com
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Populate the Interface With 
Placeholders While Loading

MINIMIZE RELIANCE ON CALCULATIONS AND MEMORY

Keep Pertinent Information Visible

Calculate the Number of Items Remaining

Indicate Which Items Users Have 
Already Viewed

Let Users Copy Information

Minimize Credentials That Are 
Specific to the Interface

MINIMIZE REDUNDANT TASKS

Preserve Input During Interface Changes

Let Users Duplicate Past Input

Monitor Excessive Input or Repetitions

PLACE FREQUENT INTERACTIONS CLOSER TO USERS

Keep Options Visible in Small Assortments

66www.NickKolenda.com
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Prefill Input Fields With Common Responses

Offer Suggestions From Predicted Input

Position Common Answers At the Top of Lists

Keep Frequent Interactions Visible

Keep Pertinent Information in 
Front of an Interaction

Hide Infrequent Interactions

GUIDE USERS TOWARD THEIR GOAL

Start Progress Above Zero

Nudge Users Toward Value

GUIDE USERS TOWARD THEIR GOAL

Disable Buttons When Users Click Them

67www.NickKolenda.com
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Only Offer Inputs That Are Acceptable

Structure Text Fields to Match Input

Enable Functions Only When Necessary

Describe the Necessary Input

Add Constraints to Irreversible Changes

Describe the Necessary Parameters

COMMUNICATE THE REQUIREMENTS FOR AN INTERACTION

Match Form Sizes With Input Sizes

Populate the Units or Parameters

MONITOR SIGNALS THAT ARE TYPICAL IN ERRORS

Indicate Which Elements Are Required

Monitor Wording That Contradicts Intent

Monitor Empty Submissions

Monitor for Inactivity

68www.NickKolenda.com
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Skip Confirmations in Reversible Decisions

Let Users Undo Multiple Levels of Action

Identify the Problem and Solution to Errors

Point Users to Support or Documentation

PROVIDE EASY WAYS TO ESCAPE OR REVERT

EXTEND MOVABLE PATHS AND CLICKABLE AREAS

Avoid Saying “You” in Error Messages

HELP USERS RESOLVE THE ISSUE

Delay Hover Animations By a Few Milliseconds

Add a Transparent Button to Small Buttons

Hyperlink the Full Background of an Item

69www.NickKolenda.com

Confirm Whether a Repeated 
Action Was Intended

Errors (continued)



Help Users Understand Unfamiliar Languages

Help Users Understand Unfamiliar Terms

Onboard Users Based on Their Expertise

ACCOMMODATE THE USER’S SKILL OR KNOWLEDGE

ACCOMMODATE THE USER’S GOAL OR WORKFLOW

Let Users Control the Order of Elements

Let Users Control the 
Appearance of Elements

Let Users Postpone Unnecessary Tasks

Offer Multiple Ways to Accomplish a Task

Let Users Go Directly to a Location

70www.NickKolenda.com
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Categorize Elements With Semantic Markup

Provide Alternative Formats of Content

Communicate Information in Multiple Formats

MAXIMIZE THE ACCESSIBILITY OF YOUR INTERFACE

MAXIMIZE COMPATIBILITY FOR ALL INPUTS AND SCENARIOS

Ensure That Messages Apply to All Scenarios

Accept Various Formats of Input

Handle Inputs With Improper Formatting

71www.NickKolenda.com
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Next Step…
You can create a sleek interface. 

But there’s still a missing piece: How can you 

make it persuasive? 

For this step,  check out my course on 

Website Behavior:

www.NickKolenda.com/video-courses


