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Alex Faaborg



RESPECT DESIGN



Two information 
processing machines



action potentialbase 2

know exactly how it works

massively parallel processingparallel processing

still figuring it out



3 aspects of a great interface:

self DESCRIBING

prevent ERRORS

make users FAST



self DESCRIBING



Mental Model

== a simulation of reality, 
inside of your mind



How many instances of 
this talk are there?
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REALITY
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REALITY
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Implementation UI Mental Model



Implementation UI Mental Model

The Manual



RTFM!



“Stupid Users”



YOU!

YOU!

YOU!























What does this button do?





What does https stand for?







What does this app do?



Success has to do with 
access to information, 

not intelligence



What if you don’t have a 
testing facility?



...short term amnesia
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Implementation UI Mental Model



Implementation UI Mental Model



self DESCRIBING

5 ways

?



1/5

CONSISTENCY

(works great, kind of 
cheating)



2/4

AFFORDANCES













2/5

AFFORDANCES

== implied physics from 
visual appearance



3/5

NATURAL MAPPING







Writing the manual 
directly on your product 
is cheating









3/5

NATURAL MAPPING

== correctly abstracted 
layout



4/5

DIRECT MANIPULATION







4/5

DIRECT MANIPULATION

== no abstraction, you act on 
the objects themselves



5/5

METAPHOR







Button





5/5

METAPHOR

== abstract consistency



self DESCRIBING



prevent ERRORS



1/3

MODE ERRORS





2/3

DATA LOSS







3/3

MINOR DATA LOSS





prevent ERRORS



make users FAST



VISUAL HIERARCHY





UNREAD READ



MESSAGE AUTHOR

UNREAD READ



MESSAGE AUTHOR

UNREAD READ



TITLE SUBJECT

MESSAGE AUTHOR

UNREAD READ









note: entirely fictional data





note: entirely fictional data



visual 
hierarchy

usage 
metrics



FITTS’ LAW

== solve for time given 
target size and distance



DEVICE 
LAGTIME DEVICE 

SPEED

DISTANCE
= + (1 + TARGET 

WIDTH
)LOG 2



HICK’S LAW

== solve for time given number 
of choices and probability



TIME = ( 1+ )LOG 2

NUMBER OF 
EQUALY 

PROBABLE 
CHOICES

HUMAN 
PROCESSING 

SPEED
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COGNITIVE MODELING

== predicting performance 
assuming highly trained users





build great interfaces



self DESCRIBING

prevent ERRORS

make users FAST

CONSISTENCY

AFFORDANCES

NATURAL MAPPING

DIRECT MANIPULATION

METAPHOR

MODE DATA LOSS

VISUAL HIERARCHY

FITTS’ LAW

HICK’S LAW

cognitive modeling: 
algorithms to simulate 

user efficiency

user’s mental model: 
they simulate the UI in 
their head





Visual Design
Christian Robertson



PEOPLE ARE SMART 



THEY JUST DON’T CARE

















SOMETIMES THE BEST
DESIGN IS INVISIBLE
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PAC-MAN’s 30th Birthday! Doodle with PAC-MAN 
& © 1980 NAMCO BANDAI Games Inc.





RECOMMENDED READING



A DAY OF DESIGN!



<Thank You!>

+Alex Faaborg, @faaborg
+Christian Robertson, @cr64
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