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User Interface Engineering

Who decided what 
asterisk meant?

When did it become 
“unintuitive” to do it 
another way?
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Designs CanDesigns Can’’t Be t Be IntuitiveIntuitive

Designs don’t intuit anything
People intuit things
Calling a design “intuitive” is a shortcut

Users can intuit what to do with the design 
right away
Doesn’t perceive training is necessary

When Is A Design When Is A Design notnot intuitive?intuitive?

When the user looks at it and doesn’t 
know what to do

Feels it takes too much time to figure it out
Becomes frustrated
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Do I click on Need Hay 
when I need hay?

Do I click on Need Hay 
when I want to see 
others who need hay?
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Intuitive is PersonalIntuitive is Personal

What users currently know
Their previous experiences
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ATM Machine

How do you make a 
withdrawal?

Windows Help Setup Wizard
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Intuitive Design is EvolutionaryIntuitive Design is Evolutionary

Designers first build technology
Then they add features
Then they focus on reducing complexity
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Current Knowledge: What the user already knows

Target Knowledge: What the user needs to know

Knowledge Gap: Where design happens

Google Talk
Connection Settings

Assumes user 
understands proxies 
and firewall settings

Uses generic online 
help for assistance
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Skype
Connection Settings

Asks users about 
alternate ports 
(80 and 443)

Uses specific online 
help for assistance

Yahoo Messenger
Connection Settings

Uses inline text to 
explain likely choices
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AIM
Connection Settings

Uses Auto Configure
wizard to deduce 
proper settings

When is a Design Intuitive?When is a Design Intuitive?

Either:
Current = Target Knowledge

They are at the same point
The user already knows what to do

Or:
The Knowledge Gap is very small

The user doesn’t perceive they are learning



What Makes A Design Seem Intuitive 8/14/2006

© 2006 User Interface Engineering 14



What Makes A Design Seem Intuitive 8/14/2006

© 2006 User Interface Engineering 15

Two Types of KnowledgeTwo Types of Knowledge

Tool Knowledge
Specific to the tool at hand

Domain Knowledge
Independent of the tool
Specific to the domain

Tool Knowledge
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Domain Knowledge
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Unnecessary Knowledge

Techniques for Techniques for 
Creating Intuitive DesignsCreating Intuitive Designs

Field Studies
Help identify Current Knowledge

Usability Studies
Help identify Target Knowledge and Gap

Personas
Patterns

Methods to communicate knowledge about 
users and solutions to entire team
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What Makes a Design What Makes a Design 
Seem Intuitive?Seem Intuitive?

Intuitive is personal
Not every application needs to be 
intuitive
Designers need to know where the 
users’ current and target knowledge 
points are

For both tool and domain knowledge

Traditional usability techniques help 
identify these points

Making Things IntuitiveMaking Things Intuitive

Reduce Target Knowledge
Get as close to Current Knowledge as 
possible

Provide clear clues to increase current 
knowledge

Without resorting to training or help
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The Magic of WizardsThe Magic of Wizards

Wizards, Auditors, and Calculators 
reduce target knowledge

Supplant necessary knowledge with 
technology

Hides underlying knowledge from users
Users have to accept results as is

Potential for Garbage In, Garbage Out
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Mail Merge Required KnowledgeMail Merge Required Knowledge
Create address table

Set up database
Import CSV data
Create row 1 headers
Sort data by zip+4 designation

Create merge template
Layout table to label dimensions
Insert fields
Put in bar code capability
Insert next field code
Propagate formatting across entire label page

Connect address table to merge template
Connect data table to merge template
Identify field codes
Map columns to field codes

Validate layout
Run practice labels

Manually select rows for labels
Run merge function
Inspect proof document
Install labels in printer manual feed
Print labels on stock
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ElcomSoft Security Auditor

The Magic of WizardsThe Magic of Wizards

Must be within the Gap
When outside the gap, they don’t help 
users achieve their goal
Become patronizing or incomprehensible
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MSN Money
Stock Research Wizard

H&R Block
Quick Tax
Calculator
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Reducing Target KnowledgeReducing Target Knowledge

Necessary to make design seem intuitive
Has to match the users’ goals
Simplifying is the most common 
technique

Ensuring every piece of knowledge is 
truly necessary

Wizards, Auditors, and Calculators are 
sophisticated techniques

Expensive to implement

Apple Mail
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Exploratory DiscoverabilityExploratory Discoverability

New trend in design
Intended to make interface more delightful

Popular with AJAX and RIA Support
Makes interface feel like a game
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Exploratory DiscoverabilityExploratory Discoverability

Users may not perceive as fun
If lack of clues prevents productivity

Give clues whenever possible
Careful design can reduce/eliminate clutter
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What Makes a Design What Makes a Design 
Seem Intuitive?Seem Intuitive?

Intuitive is personal to the user
Based on their current knowledge and the 
required target knowledge

Intuitive happens when the gap is 
minimized
Just because something seems intuitive 
to you doesn’t mean it will seem 
intuitive to your user

Study your users to discover what is 
intuitive to them


