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Why Your Designs 
Make Users Cry

And How to Fix Them

Matt Traxinger
Development Experience Architect
ArcherPoint by Cherry Bekaert

Speaker

• Background
• The Seven Pitfalls

• BC Example(s)
• Real Life Example(s)
• Principle Behind the Pitfall
• How to do it better

• Q&A

Agenda
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The Best $11.39 You’ll Ever Spend

Don Norman

The Pop-Tart Question

Why does a Pop-Tart need 
cooking directions?

The AI Pop Tart

How do I make a Pop-Tart?
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Knowing too much about your own system is a UX liability.

You make hundreds of design decisions every week. Layouts, captions, 
workflows, validations, navigation. Most without realizing it.

Your Expertise is the Problem

Pitfall #1
System messages that fail to communicate

The Notification
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The Beeping Smoke Detector

• It’s beeping, but which one?

Hall of Shame Messages

The posting date is not 
within your allowed 
posting range.

There is nothing to 
post.

Any error with a line 
number in it.

On-screen feedback must answer three questions

1. What happened?
2. What does it mean for me?
3. What do I do now?

Norman Principle: Feedback
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Hall of Fame Message

Pitfall #2
Confusing naming / icons

The Image and Abbreviation Problems

• Users correctly predict the action
• Icons and Labels – 88%
• Icons without Labels – 60%
• Badly labeled icons unique to the app – 34%
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Captions and Context

The Norman Door

The design is telling you the 
wrong thing.

Hall of Shame Actions

Release Test Report

Pick Instruction
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A signifier tells you what an action will do and how to interact with it. 
Action labels, icons, and captions are all signifiers. When they fail, the user 
guesses.

Principle: Signifiers

1. Verb + Object
2. State what will happen
3. If irreversible, say so

Elements of a Good Signifier

Pitfall #3
Too Much on the Page (and in Reports)
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• Lines subpage with an infinite horizontal scroll
• Expanded fast tabs with 100 fields

Page Overload

• Huge request pages
• Data dumps in disguise
• Not skipping zero value records

Report Overload

The Cheesecake Factory
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Constraints limit what the user sees to what’s relevant for their task. When 
everything is visible, nothing stands out.

Principle - Constraints

• Application Areas
• Profiles
• Fast Tabs
• Personalization

What Good Looks Like

Pitfall #4
No Smart Defaults
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• Units of Measure
• Posting Groups
• Payment Terms
• Dimensions

We’re Good at “Always the Same”

• 95% of customers are tax liable
• 70% of all returns are because of damage
• 85% of all transactions are for one location

• Automatically setting month end reports to a date range for the 
previous month

Not So Good at “Most of the Time”

Conference Sign Up Form
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Every blank field is a chance to get it wrong and a barrier between intent 
and action. Smart defaults shrink the gap between what the user wants to 
do and actually doing it.

Principle: Error Prevention

• Potential
• Not there yet

Copilot Autofill

Pitfall #5
Validations That Fire Too Late
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• Field level
• Record level
• Release
• Fulfillment
• Posting

Every Process Has Choke Points

Use them all!!

Think about what happens in 
between them.

Hall of Shame Posting Errors

Blocked 
Customers

Missing 
Dimensions

Missing custom 
values

The DMV

You waited 45 minutes. 

You got to the window. 

Wrong form.
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Three levels, worst to best:

1. Let the error happen, then show a message
2. Catch it early
3. Prevent it from being possible

Principle: Error Prevention Hierarchy

What Better Looks Like

Pitfall #6
Missing / Ambiguous Feedback
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• Batch Jobs
• Posting (in the old days)
• Calculate Plan
• Suggest Lines
• Blank Reports

Silence After Actions

Elevators / Cross Walks
• Do these buttons do anything?

The system must continuously inform the user about what’s happening. 
Without feedback, the user builds the wrong mental model.

Principle: Feedback
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• Progress indicators for anything that takes more than 100ms
• No records found matching your filters
• Processed X of Y lines. Z lines skipped because of…

What Good Looks Like

Pitfall #7
Workflows with No Clear Context

• Receive a purchase order
• Approval request is sent
• Multi-step processes like Drop Shipments
• Cross module handoffs like Sales to Warehouse
• Adjust Cost

What’s Next?
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The Airport

I got put in the wrong line by an 
employee. The police yelled at me.

The user’s mental picture of how the process works. If the system doesn’t 
signpost the workflow, the user builds the wrong model – or none at all.

Principal – Conceptual Models

Cost adjustment complete. 
342 item entries adjusted. 
Net adjustment: $2,847.16.

These adjustments have not yet been posted to the General Ledger.

A Better Workflow

Post Inventory 
Cost to G/L

Schedule Posting 
for Tonight

View Adjusted 
Entries

Skip for Now
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Closing

The Pop-Tart Question

Are you giving the user directions 
to put a Pop-Tart in a toaster?

Or a recipe to make one from 
scratch?

Most of what I showed you today costs nothing. A better label. A smarter 
default. An error message that actually helps. The expensive part was never 
the code. It was noticing the problem.

But We Can’t Afford It
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AI will make you faster at building every mistake in this talk.

The AI Warning

Questions

• Affordances - make actions obvious
• Signifiers - guide users to success
• Mapping - align design with mental models
• Feedback - provide reaction within 100ms
• Constraints - prevent errors before they happen
• Consistency - muscle memory through repeated interactions
• Discoverability - find without extensive searching

Norman’s Original Seven Principles
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Contact / Feedback

LinkedIn
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