
The digital user interface  
and user experience

UI and UX



The obstacles your user faces



Users don’t read all your carefully 
crafted content in detail. In our age 
of information overload and limited 
time, if your communication does not 
quickly look like it can help them, the 
chances are they will abandon it and 
look elsewhere. 



Users adopt a technique known as 
‘information foraging’; essentially 
quickly scanning the page for clues 
to try and pick up the ‘scent of 
information’. In ‘think aloud’ and 
eye tracking usability tests users are 
seen to rapidly scan the screen for 
clues about the path they need to take, 
normally keywords related to the task 
at hand. If the language matches their 
mental model then chances are they 
will continue exploring.



Users typically scan for information in 
an F-shaped pattern. 
We live in a world 
of interruption, 
so it is critical that 
we design for this.







Improve your user experience



Lead the eye with strong visual hierarchies and 
pages that are optimised for scanning:

• Use white space to create groupings of content

• Design for contrast to give weighting to key 
calls to action

• Use progressive disclosure so users can control 
the level of detail they see and reveal more 
information as required



Craft your content for optimum readability:

•Simplify things with bullet points and 
short chunked content

• Make good use of summary text

• Illustrate content with videos, images  
and audio



Provide a clear ‘scent of information’

• Use plain, clear language rather than 
complex industry terminology

• Describe explicitly where links lead

• Convey clearly, and early, the purpose 
of each page/link/button



Social proofing



Users look to the actions of others to 
guide them. Research has shown that, 
when presented with an unfamiliar 
situation where we are unsure about 
which path to take, our brains are 
almost hard-wired to look to the 
actions of others to guide our decisions.



The effect of paying attention to others 
and letting their behaviour shape our 
judgement and actions is known as 
social validation (or social proof). 
Social validation could be argued to 
be the foundation of the modern web. 
Consider the success of social sharing 
sites such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Pinterest etc. – we are fascinated by 
the thoughts and actions of others.



Similarly, the activity or preference of 
others is frequently used to encourage 
us to explore, by exposing the most 
popular items, particularly on content-
heavy sites such as news sites and 
shopping sites like amazon.





Lead the way



Look at how you can show what other 
users have done in the same situation:

• Most viewed, commented upon, 
shared etc.

• Trends (daily, monthly, yearly...)



Give space and opportunity for the voice 
of other customers or buyers:

• Customer reviews

• Voting and polls

• ‘Likes’ for content, products and services



Use the influence of other users, public 
figures or sponsors (especially those with 
whom the audience can identify):

• Quotes
• Testimonials
• Success stories

It is key to make it easy for users to 
share and evangelise your content or 
application.



Loss aversion



Users fear loss more than they value gains.

While the brain can process huge 
amounts of information at an 
unconscious level (millions of pieces of 
data every second), research has shown 
that we can only actively attend to three 
or four key messages successfully in our 
‘working memory’.



A common learnt behaviour is loss 
aversion – just one of a large number 
of well-known cognitive biases that 
unconsciously affect our decision making. 

Loss aversion describes our biological 
pre-disposition to favour decisions 
that minimise loss, rather than those 
that maximise gain. Some studies even 
suggest that perceived losses are twice as 
powerful as perceived gains in shaping 
our behaviour.



Consider popular sales techniques 
such as “50% off – only 1 day left!!!!” 
that create an emotional response 
by tapping directly into our fear of 
missing out.





How you present or frame options 
can have a significant impact upon 
whether or not they are perceived as a 
loss or gain. 

For example studies have found 
(Damasio) that more patients opted 
for medical treatment with a 90% 
chance of survival rather than exact 
the same treatment where there was a 
10% chance of dying. 

Framing alters the decision.



Help users make the right choice



Consider your ‘default choice’:

Give users the chance to experience 
the ‘best’ option first with a time 
limitation. This will leave them less 
inclined to remove options or features 
in order to reduce price.



Guide people to relative decisions:

• Use ‘anchors’ or sensible defaults that 
users can judge decisions against

• Frame choices in appropriate 
language to encourage decision making



Create a sense of urgency:

• Offer a deal within a small window 
of opportunity
(However, remain truthful –  
don’t mislead or exploit users!)



Options, options, options …



Your users like having options … but 
hate making decisions. However, we 
don’t like being in a position where 
there are no choices available to us.

True?



This is not actually true. 

Research has shown that giving your 
users too many choices can be just as 
problematic as too few. A good example 
of this is how stressful supermarket 
shopping can be leading to ...



Cognitive burden – 
the extra thought and effort required to 
compare the options available.

Post-decision regret – 
the bitter remorse following a decision for 
fear it might have been the wrong one.

Anticipated regret – 
the fear of making an incorrect choice.



Problem solved



If you have to make users choose, look 
to simplify the number of options.

Prepare only three to four choices at 
any one time (as seen in many online 
DVD, book and music retail websites, 
such as Amazon).

Provide clear points of comparison to 
reduce cognitive load



If you DO need to present users with 
lots of options:

• Provide filters and tags to narrow 
down choices

• Provide sensible defaults  
(e.g. most popular)

• Break up complex decisions into 
simple steps





Research is king/queen



All the tips mentioned here are just 
a tiny subset of the insights that user 
research has helped reveal about the 
thoughts, behaviour and decisions of a 
typical user of a digital interface.



Remember your users may have 
completely different attitudes and 
goals; they may have come to your 
interface (website, app, interactive 
panel, touchscreen, virtual reality, etc.) 
to help them solve a specific problem 
(whatever this may be), and just want 
to achieve this quickly and easily.



Listen and learn



Take the time to speak to your users:

• Observe them completing tasks or 
navigating through your interface

• Conduct interviews or workshops to find 
out what they want, expect and need



Don’t forget the importance of 
indirect research:

• Analyse site/app statistics to identify 
typical behaviours and trends

• Use online surveys for evidence 
to support the insight from user 
interviews and workshops



Test early and often:

• Usability testing with just five users 
can deliver the best return.

• Even low-fidelity designs such as 
paper prototypes and user interface 
sketches can be used to conduct 
usability testing and cognitive 
walkthroughs

• Use tree testing and card sorting 
to reveal how users group and label 
content to guide site structure







UX and UI are enormous subjects.
Use this presentation as a springboard 
and research more about these key 
future-facing disciplines.

Source: www.boxuk.com


