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10 Usability 
Heuristics

By Jakob Nielsen.

They are called "heuristics" because they 

are broad rules of thumb and not specific 

usability guidelines.

1. Visibility of system status

2. Match between system and the real 
world

3. User control and freedom

4. Consistency and standards

5. Error prevention

6. Recognition rather than recall

7. Flexibility and efficiency of use

8. Aesthetic and minimalist design

9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and 
recover from errors

10. Help and documentation



Visibility of system status

The design should always keep users informed 

about what is going on, through appropriate 

feedback within a reasonable amount of time.



Match between system and the real world

The design should speak the users' language. 

Use words, phrases, and concepts familiar to the 

user, rather than internal jargon. 

Follow real-world conventions, making 

information appear in a natural and logical order.



User control and freedom

Users often perform actions by mistake. 

They need a clearly marked "emergency exit" to 

leave the unwanted action without having to go 

through an extended process.



Consistency and standards
(Jakob’s Law)

Users spend most of their time on other apps. This 

means that users prefer your app to work the 

same way as all the other apps they already know.

Follow platform and industry conventions.



Error prevention

Good error messages are important, but the best 

designs carefully prevent problems from 

occurring in the first place. 

Either eliminate error-prone conditions, or check 

for them and present users with a confirmation 

option before they commit to the action.



Recognition rather than recall

Minimize the user's memory load by making 

elements, actions, and options visible. 

The user should not have to remember 

information from one part of the interface to 

another. 

Information required to use the design (e.g. field 

labels or menu items) should be visible or easily 

retrievable when needed.



Flexibility and efficiency of use

Shortcuts — hidden from novice users — may 

speed up the interaction for the expert user such 

that the design can cater to both inexperienced 

and experienced users. 

Allow users to tailor frequent actions.



Aesthetic and minimalist design

Interfaces should not contain information which is 

irrelevant or rarely needed. 

Every extra unit of information in an interface 

competes with the relevant units of information 

and diminishes their relative visibility.



Help users recognize, diagnose, & recover from errors

Error messages should be expressed in plain 

language (no error codes), precisely indicate the 

problem, and constructively suggest a solution.



Help and documentation

It’s best if the system doesn’t need any additional 

explanation. 

However, it may be necessary to provide 

documentation to help users understand how to 

complete their tasks.



Types of Cognition
1. Perception

2. Attention

3. Memory

4. Learning

5. Language

6. Thought



2. Attention As technology allows people to do more 

tasks at the same time, the myth that we can 

multitask has never been stronger. But MIT 

researchers say it’s still a myth — and they 

have the data to prove it.

Humans don’t do lots of things 

simultaneously. Instead, we switch our 

attention from task to task extremely 

quickly.

John Hamilton, “Think You’re Multi-tasking? 
Think Again,” NPR, 2008.



Attention is Selective

People will pay attention to only 

one thing and ignore everything 

else as long as you give them 

specific instructions to do so, 

and the task doesn’t take too 

long.

Selective Attention can be 
Unconscious

A person’s unconscious 

constantly scans the 

environment for certain things. 

These include their own name as 

well as messages about food, 

sex, and danger.

Selective Attention



Well-Practiced Skills Don’t 
Require Attention

If people perform a series of 

steps over and over, the action 

will become automatic.

Auto-Drive



Things that Get the Most Attention

1. Anything that moves

2. Pictures of human faces, 

especially if they are looking right 

at you

3. Pictures of food, sex, or danger 

(survival)

4. Stories

5. Loud noises



3. Memory A filtering process is used to decide what 

information gets further processed and 

memorized.

The more attention that is paid to something 

and the more it is processed in terms of 

thinking about it and comparing it with other 

knowledge, the more it is likely to be 

remembered.



From author John Medina of “Brain Rules,”

Emotionally charged events persist much longer in our 
memories and are recalled with greater accuracy than 
neutral memories. (The brain) uses dopamine the way 
an office assistant uses Post-It notes.

Emotion & Memory

Emotional responses make a profound 

imprint on our long-term memory. We 

generate emotion and record 

memories in the limbic system.

We would be doomed to repeat 

negative experiences and wouldn’t 

have a life worth living if we couldn’t 

remember our positive experiences.



Myth of Magic Number 7: Plus/Minus 2

Miller’s Theory (1956) thought that people could 

only remember and process 5–9 things at a time. 

This has been proven wrong however in later 

studies.

The New Magic Number is 4

For example:
phone numbers: 555-867-5309
small grocery list: i need milk, eggs, bread, cheese

However with interface design, you aren’t really 

having to remember your options. All items can 

be scanned and rescanned visually and 

therefore do not have to be recalled from 

short-term memory. 

How Much Can We Remember at a Time? 



Von Restorff Effect 
(aka Isolation Effect)

Predicts that when multiple similar objects are 

present, the one that differs from the rest is most 

likely to be remembered.



Serial Position Effect

The propensity of a user to best remember the 

first and last items in a series.



4. Learning
People find it very hard to learn by following 

a set of instructions in a manual. Instead, 

they prefer to learn by doing and by 

example.

Don’t just tell people what to do. Show them.



Implications
Design interfaces that encourage 

exploration.

Design interfaces that constrain and 

guide users to select appropriate 

actions when initially learning.

Link concrete representations and 

abstract concepts to facilitate the 

learning of complex material.





If you are trying to design to induce a Flow State:
(for example, game design)

Give people control over their actions 

during the activity.

Break up the difficulty into stages. People 

need to feel that the current goal is 

challenging, yet achievable.

Give constant feedback.

Minimize distractions.



People Process Information Best in Story Form

Stories aren’t just for fun. No matter how dry you 

think your information is, using stories will make it 

understandable, interesting, and memorable.



5. Language Reading, Speaking, and Listening

People have different preferences on how 

they want to learn through language.

Design systems sometimes allow users to 

access content through all 3 forms.



Words are processed in different parts of the 

brain depending on what you’re doing with them. 

Viewing or reading words, listening, speaking, 

generating verbs – all of these word activities 

engage different parts of the brain.

People are active readers. What they understand 

and remember from what they read depends on 

their previous experiences, their point of view 

while reading, and the instructions and title given 

beforehand.

Processing Words



Serif and sans serif fonts are equal in terms of 
readability. If people have trouble reading the 
font, they will transfer that feeling of difficulty to 
the meaning of the text itself.

Choose a point size that is large enough for people 
of various ages to read comfortably on a screen. 
This can reduce eye strain. Consider using fonts 
with large x-height.

Break text into chunks and provide ample 
contrast between background and foreground.

Use longer line length if reading speed is an issue.

(100 characters/line)

Use a shorter line length if reading speed is less 

critical.

(45-72 characters/line)

How People Read Type



Satisfy plus Suffice equals Satisfice

People will satisfice, that is, look for the 

good-enough solution rather than the optimal 

one.

Most of the time people will just glance at your 

design, scan some of the text, and touch the first 

link that catches their interest or vaguely 

resembles the thing they’re looking for.

It is kind of like designing for billboards, 

assuming people are taking a quick glance.





6. Thought
Problem Solving, Planning, Reasoning, 
Decision Making

Human minds have evolved to act quickly, 

making just good enough decisions by using 

fast and frugal heuristics (a.k.a. practical 
methods).

We typically ignore most of the available 

information and rely on only a few important 

cues.



People Want More Choices Than They Can Process

Too many choices paralyzes the thought process.

Resist the impulse to provide customers with 

large number of choices, even if they want them.

If possible, limit the number of choices to three or 

four. If you have more to offer, then introduce in a 

progressive way.



Hick’s Law

The time it takes for a person to make a decision 

depends on the choices available to them.

So if the number of choices increases, the time to 

make a decision increases logarithmically.



Uncertainty in Decision-Making

People are very influenced by others’ opinions and 
behaviors, especially when they are uncertain.

Use testimonials, ratings, reviews if you want to 
influence behavior.

The more information you provide in the rating 
and review about the person who left it, the more 
influential the rating or review will be.



People Think Choice Equals Control

People need to feel that they are in control and 

that they have choices.

People won’t always choose the fastest way to 

complete a task, so provide them alternate 

methods of completing it.

They are also motivated by mastery and progress. 
Look for ways to help people set goals and track 
them.

People like to do things themselves, and are 
motivated to do so. If you want to increase 
self-service, make sure your message is about 
having control and being able to do it yourself.





Goal-Gradient Effect

The shorter the distance to a goal, the more 

motivated people are to reach it. People are even 

more motivated when the end is in sight.

People enjoy being part of a reward program.

Motivation and purchases plummet right after the 

goal is reached.

For it to work, the reward must be something that 

people want.

Also, think about the pattern of behavior you want 

and adjust the reward schedule to fit that. Use a 

variable ratio schedule for maximum behavior 

repetition.





The Zeigarnik Effect

People are more likely to remember something 

that is unfinished or incomplete.

Also known as the cliffhanger effect. It is used in 

media as a form of marketing. 

For example, many crime dramas will often leave you 
hanging, so you will tune in next week or binge-watch.

This tactic is employed to drive users around an 

app, as well as invite them to come back.

For example, offering RSS feeds gives a very quick 
summary of new content appearing on a site. 

Updates to an iPhone app can drive users back to a 
product. When an article is finished, it could offer 
links to similar articles.





Dopamine makes people addicted to seeking info

Dopamine causes you to want, desire, seek out, 

and search.

The easier you make it for people to find 

information, the more information-seeking 

behavior they will engage in.

Pairing cues such as sounds with the arrival of 

information motivates people to seek more. (texts)

Giving small bits of information and then 

providing a way for people to get more 

information results in more information-seeking 

behavior. (Twitter)

The more unpredictable the arrival of information 

is, the more people will be addicted to seeking it. 

(slots)



Habit-Forming Takes Awhile

Give people a small, easy task to do, rather than a 

complex one.

Give people a reason to come back and do the task 

every day.

Be patient. Creating habit may take a long time.

Average time it takes people to form a habit is 66 

days.

Some behaviors take longer than others, for 
example, an exercise habit takes one-and-a-half times 
longer to form than something simple like eating fruit 
for lunch.





Parkinson’s Law

Any task will inflate until all of the available time is 

spent.



Baby Duck Syndrome

This is a tendency for users to ‘imprint’ on the 

design they first encounter and stick with it.

This is best seen when an application is 

redesigned. People are resistant to change and 

love the familiar. They tend to judge other designs 

based on what they already know.

For example, Apple OS users will exclaim all that is 
‘wrong’ with Windows OS because it is unfamiliar to 
them, and vice versa.

When redesigning an application one must 

consider the reactions of the user-base and try to 

find ways to limit backlash. 

(introduce incrementally)
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Peak-End Rule

People judge an experience largely based on how 

they felt at its peak and at its end, rather than the 

total sum or average of every moment of the 

experience.




