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Navigation design for websites

 The design of navigation mechanisms is the second main pillar of information 

architecture. 

 There are three key features of a good navigation design for websites: 

 labelling, 

 navigation support and 

 searching mechanisms.



Navigation design for websites

Labeling –

 Labels are used for internal and external links, 

 headings and sub-headings, 

 titles and related areas.

 Paying attention to good, consistent, relevant labels is a critical part of information 

architecture.

 Information architects must develop a clear and unambiguous preferred vocabulary.



Navigation design for websites

Navigation support –

 many of the signs and labels on a website are deliberately placed in order to 

support navigation - global navigation and local navigation. 

.



Navigation design for websites

Searching  -

 One of the significant features of the Web as an information space is that many sites 

support searching. 

 The first is knowing exactly what sort of documents the search engine is searching. 

 The second is how to express combinations of search criteria. 



How people navigate

 Omniscience: 

 Users have perfect knowledge and make no mistakes – provide short, efficient 

paths.

 Optimal rationality: 

 Users reason perfectly, but only know what they have seen – make sure links 

provide adequate cues to the content they lead to.



How people navigate

 Satisficing: 

 Users avoid remembering and planning and make decisions on what is immediately perceptible

 organize the page to make the most important content and links available immediately.

 Mental maps: 

 Users actively use the cues available to try to infer the structure of a website  

 organize the site simply so that users can easily conceptualize it. 

 Design the navigation bar and site maps to reinforce this mental map.

 Information foraging: 

 Users try to get as much as possible at one location 

 enable spontaneous discovery by providing context, structure and related topics



How people navigate

 Rote memorization: 

 When users find a path that works, they tend to remember and repeat it  

 make sure the most obvious solution is also efficient. 

 Use distinctive landmarks and orientation cues to help people recognize where 

they have been before.

 Information costs: 

 Users have limited knowledge and reasoning ability 

 minimize the mental costs of sense making, decision making, remembering and 

planning.



Navigation

 An essential feature of the navigation features of any website is to provide a 

‘you are here’ sign..

 A site map should be made available that can be called up when needed.

 Using breadcrumbs is a common way of showing people where they are. 



Navigation

 Navigation bars – both local and global –

are essential for supporting easy 

navigation around a site. 

 Site maps and good feedback on where 

people are in the structure will also help. 

 Another alternative is to provide a clear 

path through a part of the site. 

 A site ‘wizard’ can help here that guides 

people and explains what each activity is 

for. 



navigation
- design



Navigation

People won’t use your web site if they can’t find 

their way around it



Navigation

 Analogy – a shopping mall

 go to the relevant shop

 look for the relevant section – signposted

 look for the signs relevant for your goal

 look for your item

 what do you do if you are in the wrong place?



Navigation

 you may just be browsing

 use the mall & store’s navigation system – signage

 you may ask for help



Navigation

 Web navigation

 trying to find something

 information, product or service

 ask or browse?

 no one to ask

 search box



Navigation

 Web navigation

 search-dominant

 always look for the search box as soon as they enter a site

 link-dominant

 will always browse first, only use the search when run out of links



Navigation

 Web browsing

 look for the main sections

 like the store’s department signs

 then the subsections

 navigate to the goal

 if you can’t find it, you leave



Navigation

 Web browsing

 similar to looking for something in real life

 but has differences

 no sense of scale

 web site could be hundreds of pages

 no sense of direction

 no sense of location



Navigation

 Web browsing

 when returning we need to remember the conceptual location

 many users use bookmarks

 the back button accounts for 30 to 40% of all web clicks

 why the home page is so important



Navigation

 Web Navigation

 navigation involves 2 parts:

 getting from one place to another, and

 figuring out where you are



Navigation

 Web Navigation

 users of your site need to know 

 how to get from one place to another, 

 and figuring out where they are



Navigation

 Web Navigation

 also tell use ‘what is here’

 what the site contains

 the navigation tells us the content

 it is a guide to what is in the site, where to go, and how to get there

 it also gives use positive feelings about the site/company/provider



Navigation

 Web navigation conventions

 navigation systems have conventions

 street signs are at street corners, we look up, they are written horizontally

 books & magazines have table of contents and page numbers







Navigation

 Web navigation conventions

 navigation stays in the same place

 same style, format, consistency

 persistent navigation has 5 elements

1. site ID

2. a way home

3. a way to search

4. sections

5. utilities



Navigation

 Site ID

 user knows they are still at your site

 same as a shop’s name over the entrance

 top left

 top right if in a country that reads from right to left

 needs to look like a site ID



Navigation

 Sections

 links to the main sections

 top level of the navigation hierarchy

 can also display secondary navigation or subsections



Navigation

 Utilities

 links to other elements not in the content hierarchy

 e.g. how to buy, help, site map, contact us, FAQs, downloads, register, order tracking, your account, about 

us, etc.

 top level of the navigation hierarchy

 can also display secondary navigation or subsections



Navigation

 A way to go home

 essential

 site ID doubles as a back to home button

 still include a ‘home’ button



Navigation

 A way to search

 unless a site is very small and very well organized, it should have a search facility

 normally a search box

 a box, a button, the word ‘search’



Navigation

 A way to search

 don’t use find, quick find/search, keyword search

 if you use search as a label you can name the button ‘go’

 you don’t need instructions

 an area that web sites could improve, despite it’s importance



Navigation

 A way to search

 don’t try to give options with the search

 confuses users

 Amazon dropped the title/author/keyword – very successful

 other booksellers who still use the options have confused users





Navigation

 Lower levels

 designers show several levels ( level 3 and 4)

 but don’t take the same care in navigation



Navigation

 Names

 whilst driving, is it better to have

 easily to see large, well-placed street signs (e.g. LA)

 small street signs

 page names are the equivalent of street names



Navigation

 web navigation

 every page needs a name

 it needs to be in the right place

 it needs to be prominent

• it needs to match what the 

user’s just clicked

• same name = same thing, 

different name = different 

thing



You are here



Navigation

 You are here

 highlight the current location in the navigation bar, list, menus

 problems occur if the difference is too subtle

 different / reverse text



Navigation

 Breadcrumbs

 show you the path from the home page

 used only in very large sites

 now used more

 better to use breadcrumbs, but not alone



Navigation

 Breadcrumbs

 put at the top

 use ‘>’ as a separator between levels

 use bold for the current page

 don’t use them as an alternative to the page name



Navigation

 Tabs

 a physical metaphor that actually works!

 self-evident

 hard to miss

 they’re slick



Navigation - tabs

 create an illusion that the active tab 

moves to the front

 used well by Amazon

 use colour as an additional help

 pre-select a tab

 helps users ‘get it’



Navigation test

 Test web sites

 what site is this?

 what page am I on?

 what are the major sections of the site?

 what are my options at this level?

 where am I in the scheme of things?

 how can I search?



























Summary 

 As with the design of all interactive systems, the design of web sites 

understanding, envisionment, design and evaluation and a clear view of the 

purpose of the system.

 Web site design needs to follow sound design principles and will include the 

development of personas, scenarios and a clear design language.

 Information architecture is concerned with understanding the structure and 

organization of the content of the site

 Navigation concerns how people move around the site and how they get to 

know what is on the site and where it is.



Lesson notes based on:

Krug S. (2006) Don’t make me think: A 

Common Sense Approach to Web 

Usability, 2nd Edition, New Riders, 
Berkeley, California, USA
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Thank you!
any questions?
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