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Interface Design Guide

User interfaces
Many modern products have to explain themselves 
to the user. The way they are to be used should be 
obvious from the appearance of the product. The 
more complicated the product, the more important it is 
that the user interface should be easy to understand. 
Here are some questions and discussion of them to 
help you think about the design of user interfaces.

What does the user need to know?
By asking this question you can find out if the user 
is a novice or an expert. Some user interfaces are 
designed for novices. The user interface at a cash 
point is a good example of this. All a user has to 
do is to follow the instructions as they appear on 
the screen. The instructions are designed to be 
unambiguous and foolproof.  The user interface of a 
modern single-lens reflex camera is designed for use 
by someone with expert knowledge.  It is designed 
to be simple and convenient to use, but the user has 
to know something about cameras and photography 
before using the camera.

What does the user see?
By asking this question you can begin to identify 
the visual elements that made up the user interface. 
Do they see letters making up words, numbers, 
geometric shapes, symbols or icons, indicator lights 
or dials? What form do the controls take – buttons, 
slides, switches, trackballs, joysticks?  Do these 
visual elements always stay the same or do they 
change as on the screen in a video tape recorder? 
By identifying exactly what the user sees you prepare 
yourself for the next question.

What information does this provide?
Each visual element  in the user interface should 
give a clear and unambiguous message to the user. 
If the visual element is a functional one, it should 
state clearly what it is for and it should be clear how 
to operate it. A good example here is the controls 
of a cassette player. There should be no confusion 
between play, stop, pause, rewind, fast forward and 
record.
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Some parts of a user interface provide information 
that is needed to operate the product by using 
another part of the user interface.  The key for 
the different washing and drying cycles on a 
washing machine is a good example of this. Each 
programme is described and linked to a number. 
By programming the machine with a particular 
number, the desired sequence of actions then 
takes place automatically. Without the key, the 
user would be unable to do this, so the information 
provided by the user interface should tell the user 
what to do in order to use the product.

How easy is it to carry out the 
required operations?
It is important that it is easy to do what is 
necessary. Buttons that are difficult to push in or 
so close together that the user cannot use them as 
required can make a user interface unsuccessful.  
In designing a user interface, you have to think 
about both the mental and physical operations of 
the user. The mental operations interpret the visual 
information and work out what has to be done, but 
it is hands and fingers that perform these physical 
operations. The controls should be chosen and 
positioned so that they can be used conveniently 
with as little physical effort as possible.
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Here is an example of a product user interface. Answer the questions  
to help you think about the user interfaces that you design.

The Canon Sureshot camera

 Questions
1 Are the icons self-explanatory?

2 Does the information presented make 
sense?

3 Can you think of any way to improve the 
user interface?
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