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Sometimes you just want to get the information youôre after, save it and move 
along. And you canôt. Usability nightmares ð which are rather the daily routine 
than an exception ð appear every now and again; usually almost every time you 
type your search keywords in Google. In his article ñWhy award-winning websites 
are so awfulò Gerry McGovern points out that ñthe shiny surface wins awards, 
real substance wins customersò and that is absolutely true. Nevermind what 
design you have, and nevermind which functionality you have to offer ð if your 
visitors donôt understand how they can get from point A to point B they wonôt use 
your site. 

In almost every professional design (except from special design showcases such 
as, e.g., portfolios) you need to offer your visitors 

 a clear, self-explanatory navigation, 
 precise text-presentation, 
 search functionality and 
 visible and thought-out site structure. 

And that means that you simply have to folow the basic rules of usability and 
common sense. You want to communicate with your visitors, donôt drive them 
away, right? 



In this article we take a look at some of the usability nightmares you should avoid 
designing functional and usable web-sites. At the end of the article youôll also find 
8 usability check-points you should probably be aware of. 

1. Hidden log-in link. 

Backpack, 37signalôs one of the most usable organizational and project 
management tools out there, explains exactly what the tool can be used for, how 
one can use it and which features it has to offer. However, once youôve signed 
up, you might need few minutes to find out what you should do to actually start 
using the tool. 

 

The ñLog inò-link (hint: in the yellow box) should have a greater font-size ð also 
icons would do the job. Every registered user has his/her own personalized page, 
however new registered users will need a while to find out how they can log in. 
As Lee in our comments said, ñsomeone thats invested their time to sign up for a 
service will spend more than two seconds finding out how to log in.ò Ok, but why 
should he/she? Why not just place the link somewhere where itôs visible? It 
sounds reasonable to us. 

2. Pop-ups for content presentation. 

Almost every modern web browser uses a popup-blocker to prevent pop-ups, ad 
blocks and further site content recognized as advertisement. Firefox, Safari, 

http://www.backpackit.com/


Opera and Internet Explorer make use of it ð therefore the idea to use pop-ups 
to present the main content isnôt probably the most reasonable idea web-
designer might come up with. 

 

However, Adidas developers team seem to consider pop-ups as a creative 
approach for their target audience. Itôs not clear what ImpossibleStory.com is 
actually about ð most users will never find out; even we were too lazy to 
deactivate our popup-blocker. 

3. Dragging instead of vertical navigation. 

Actually, this technique ð not a real nightmare, but very unusual ð might 
become a new trend in the future. Dragging, as used from .pdf-documents, can 
also be adapted to web-sites. Fichey offers a Flash-based solution. Interesting 
approach, however you canôt bookmark specific parts of the site - a typical 

http://www.impossiblestory.com/
http://www.impossiblestory.com/


problem for Flash-based designs.

 

An introductory info box on the start page of the site informs its visitors about the 
new way of navigation. The tool shows sites which are currently popular in social 
media. By the way, the displayed links donôt work - apparently, the tool shows the 
screenshots which are saved and embedded as images. 

4. Invisible links. 

Visitors have to know where they are, where theyôve been and where they can go 
next. If designers donôt present this information in an appropriate way, visitors 
can have serious problems with site navigation. Real Player had been using a 
bunch of invisible links for a while. Take a look at the picture and the labels below 
(originally created by Trenton Moss) ð can you spot the links? 

http://www.realplayer.com/
http://fichey.com/


 

1, 3, 4, 6, 7 and 11 are links, and 2, 5, 8, 9 and 10 arenôt. 

5. Visual noise. 

Often less is more. Visual noise is probably one of the most typical problems 
large web-sitesô designers have to cope with. And itôs extremely easy to get it 
wrong. As Overstock does. 

http://www.overstock.com/Jewelry-Watches/Mens-Watches/136/dept.html
http://www.sitepoint.com/article/usability-blunders-big-players


 

Bonus: Itôs also not quite clear what is a link and whatôs not. Overstock also uses 
a number of different link presentations and hover effects. Link or not a link? You 
might have a lot of fun finding out. 

6. Dead end. 

You can use different approaches to introduce your new web-service to your 
visitors. Scriblink welcomes its visitors with a pop-up and a Java-applet. Visitors 
have to provide some input to start browsing through the site. 

http://www.scriblink.com/
http://www.overstock.com/Jewelry-Watches/Mens-Watches/136/dept.html


 

Nothing helps: 

 clicking on ñcancelò doesnôt help, 
 OK doesnôt help, 
 full-screen mode doesnôt help, 
 clicking somewhere else doesnôt help, 
 closing the browser window doesnôt work, 
 clicking on the question mark for help doesnôt work. 

Unfair, really. We just wanted to see what the tool doesé 

7. Content blocks layering upon each other. 

A typical problem which always appears if large Flash-movies are used on large 
web-sites. The site navigation is hidden; whatever users might be willing to 
browse to ð they have no chance. 

http://www.scriblink.com/


 

The same problem on Yahoo.com: 

http://www.yahoo.com/
http://www.ulead.com/pi/


 

8. Dynamic navigation. 

What looks like a usable site navigation, shows itself soon enough from its worst 
side. Nevermind where you point your mouse pointer to ð supporting images 
slide down and up and change the focus of the link youôve clicked on. On the 
image below the link ñhistoryò was clicked - it moves away; and no, the sliding 
images arenôt linked to the page youôd like to browse to. 

http://www.yahoo.com/


 

The effect appears in both left- and right-side navigation menus. Visitors might 
need some time to find out what is happening. However, once the idea is 
understood, the navigation isnôt that hard to deal with. 

 

The same idea on Kabe243. Bonus: visual noise at its best. 

http://www.kabe243.com/stage.html
http://www.brown.edu/
http://www.kabe243.com/stage.html


9. Drop-Down Menus. 

Drop-Down menus are useful for web-developers and almost always get on 
usersô nerves. If you ð as a designer ð hide navigation items in a drop-down 
menu you can save yourself a large amount of vertical space; however users 
have to focus the mouse precisely to get to the section theyôd like to visit. Itôs not 
usable. 

However, it can be even worse. If the distance between different levels of 
navigation is too large (for instance because some navigation items have more 
text) users have to move the mouse horizontally. If the mouse focus changes its 
vertical position, users have to start from the beginning. 

2Advanced and Brita.net are excellent examples for these usability nightmares. 

 

 

Notice: it took us a dozen of attempts to actually make these screenshots. 

10. Blinking images. 

Sometimes you just want to read the content of a web-site you are visiting. And 
you canôt. To fight against the banner blindness advertisers make use of 
animated ads ð usually animated .gif-images or Flash-movies. In both cases it 

http://www.2advanced.com/
http://www.brita.net/de/combination_ovens.html?&L=5
http://www.2advanced.com/
http://www.brita.net/de/combination_ovens.html?&L=5

