
Session 4
Physicality

Get Physical
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The Illusion of Physicality

+

Whenever possible, add a realistic, 

physical dimension to your 

application.

- Apple HIG

Design for Physicality
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Use Metaphors
to Embody
Physicality

Physicality as Metaphor

Film Strip
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Physicality as Metaphor

Book
“Books have pages”

“Pages turn”

Anti-Pattern: Broken Metaphor

Location?
?

Page!!

Don’t break the metaphor 

for the underlying 

implementation model.

 
The user’s mental model 

is the experience cushion.

“Books have pages”
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Break the Metaphor with Magic

Back 
to orig 

You are 
this far

You are 
here

You can 
go 

anywhere Pages le! 
in chapter

Strict physicality is hard work. 

Use magic to simplify the real 

world.

Tap to 
change 

page

To Flick or not to Flick

Page 
Choosing

Page 
Binding

Page 
Depth

However, you 
can’t flip or 
turn pages 
with your 
finger

Page 
turning

Page’s 
animate a 
flip via scrub 

bar
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Use Directness
to Simulate 
Physicality

in 1984, this was physicality - the scrollbar
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Scrollbar Evolution

From Controller to Indicator
Content is scrolled instead of scrollbar

Thumbwheel is an evolution as well

Controller
Indicator

Flick to 
scroll

It must feel real

Make sure event 

handling is consistent

Remember fingers are 

fat. Real estate is 
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Anti-Pattern: Mismatched Metaphor

netflix. rate an object. KISS.anti-pattern: artificial construct 

Beware of constructing artificial 

visual interfaces to support drag 

and drop 

Anti-Pattern: Mismatched Metaphor

(Metaphors Gone Wild)
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How Fat is Your Input?

Targeting Size
Web

(Pointer) 16 pixels (but accurate as 1 pixel)

Mobile/Tablet
(Finger) 44 pixels*

Remote (LRUD) 44 pixels

Remote (Pointer) 44 pixels

* Josh Clark’s recommendation - Tapworthy
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Editing Moments

Interesting Moments:
•Yellow spotlight/invitation
•Tooltip invitation
•Explicit Save/Cancel buttons

Pay attention to 

discoverability

Use a clear 
“call to action”

inline editing. fickr.com

anti-pattern. non-symmetrical. iphone

symmetrical interaction. basecamp

Keep activation & 

deactivation symmetrical

Activation/Deactivation Moments
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Activation/Deactivation Moments

anti-pattern. non-symmetrical. sproutbuilder

open
tray

close
tray
add
assetX

Non-Symmetrical Interaction

anti-pattern. non-symmetrical. sproutbuilder

Anti-Pattern

Non

Symmetrical

Interaction
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Drag & Drop Moments

Reduce physical & 

mental effort

drag and drop. gmail

Mouse hover & initiation
Anti-pattern: Tiny Targets

Drop accepted
What happened? 
Collapses immediately.

Avoid artificial visual constructs 

for drag and drop.

anti-pattern. artificial construct.

rate an object. netflix.com

Artificial Moments
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Fitts Law & Moments

yahoo teachers

Make it Lightweight
to Defy Gravity
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Unnecessary Moments

original digg site. digg.com 1.0

in-page action. digg.com

Remove barriers
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Unnecessary Moments

anti-pattern. idiot box. yelp.com

Don’t add unnecessary steps.

Avoid Unnecessary Steps
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•# of interaction steps 

•Decision time
•Seek time 
•Second guessing 
•Wait time 

Be mindful of the “click weight.”

http://genesisconduit.wordpress.com/2008/07/13/click-weight/
http://www.amazon.com/Designing-Both-Sides-Screen-Collaborate/dp/0672321513

Heavy Moments

Visible Moments
in-page action. digg.com rating an object. y!news, netflix

rating an object. y!movies, y!answers

remembered collections. gap.com

Make primary 

actions visible

31

32



On Click Moments

google maps

Overlays revealed on click can 

easily contain more actions.

On Hover Moments

contextual tool menu. flickr.com

contextual tool actions. backpackit

Preserve readability by initially 

hiding secondary actions.
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On Hover Moments

embedded application overlay - hover activated. yahoo.com 2009
See also: Jakob Nielsen’s research on 
“Mega Menus”: http://tr.im/twnC

Don’t do too much on hover.

Yahoo! Refactored

Clicks are explicit actions. 

Hovers are not.
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Distracting Moments

contextual tool overlay. bing.com

Strike a balance between readability & 

interactivity.

Bing Refactored

contextual tool overlay. bing.com

No more “shifting content”

BUT now “hover & cover”

Anti-Pattern

Hover &

Cover
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hover & cover resolved. y! teachers

Refactoring Distracting Moments

Provide breathing room for 

contextual tools.

Delicate Balance Broken

Anti-Pattern

Hover &

Cover

Anti-Pattern

Needless

Fanfare

Anti-Pattern

Mouse

Trap

Anti-Pattern

Novel

Notion

Anti-Pattern

Tiny

Target

barnes and nobles
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Exercise
(15 minute)

Present Your Favorite 
App That Illustrates 

These Principles
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