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Introduction

Right now, design systems are flourishing, evolving. Each product or web
site is no longer crafted in isolation, but as part of a larger conversation,

in a social web, among chatbots and machine learning. It is our duty

to ensure every piece of the system speaks to each other, from the
components to the people, fluently and eloquently. Thanks to the shift
toward “modular design,” we see harmonious experiences composed from
the ground up of independent modules, such as videos or articles that
stand well on their own and yet can also be arranged to fit cohesively into
a larger whole. This is only possible when we use a consistent language for
designing modules in a system so that every part delights and the whole
resonates.

Peacock feathers consist of fractal patterns, as you can see in Figure 0-1.

Figure 0-1. Photo of a peacock displaying its train
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INTRODUCTION

Here you can see the beauty of the peacock’s feathers emerges from
the repeated pattern presented together.

My hope is for this book to serve as a guide to designers and makers
toward strong foundations upon which we build. With a solid grounding,
we can spend more time remixing our ideas into tailored and personalized
experiences. We can spend more time exploring the cutting edge,
innovating, and crafting beautiful user experiences.

Who should read this book

This book is for designers, developers, marketers, and makers familiar
with the basics of building the Web who want to produce better user
experiences in digital products. This book will help you learn how to
discern good from bad, build on existing communities of practice, and dig
deep into fundamentals.

What you’ll find in this book

This book offers a concise guide to UI patterns: the tested, proven general
mechanisms for solving recurring user interface problems, so that you
don’t have to reinvent the wheel and can instead focus on designing
solutions to the unique problems in your business.

You'll find a smattering of code samples or visual examples throughout
the book—only as much as is needed to demonstrate the idea and get you
started. You'll also find

e Methods for discovering, evaluating, and implementing
patterns according to best practices

o Specific examples of real-world, business-critical Ul
patterns, including onboarding new users, information
seeking and social sharing, as well as e-commerce
purchase journeys
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e Vocabulary to help you match solutions to problems

e Overview of the digital landscape and resources for
further learning

Chapters 2 and 3 explore user signup and onboarding to highlight the
process of discovering, evaluating, and understanding patterns through
the theme of finding, reading, and sharing information.

Chapters 4 and 5 will cover how to consistently apply solid patterns
through design systems and pattern libraries and how to avoid anti-patterns.
Finally, we’ll explore mixing and matching patterns for e-commerce
in depth. This is where the magic happens. Most of the book will focus on

potential solutions, so you can choose the right tool for your problems.
This chapter, however, will explore a specific problem space and apply
pattern solutions to these problems.

What you won’t find in this book

In the digital space, there’s a lot of crossover among software engineering,
visual design, and information architecture. While these fields have

their own rich heritage and history behind them that can inform digital
interactions, we’ll be avoiding them because that’s far too much to cover in
one book. However, I strongly encourage everyone to pursue information
elsewhere to learn the history of their field of practice as well as the
relevant disciplines that came before. For example, while copywriters and
content strategists on the Web face uniquely digital challenges writing
blogs, RSS feeds, tweets, and cross-channel content, they can learn
immense amounts from journalists, librarians, and traditional marketers
as some challenges remain the same as those found in these preexisting
fields. I'll touch on some copywriting practices for UI later on, but if you
spend most of your day writing, you’ll want to dig further into these fields.



INTRODUCTION

This book won’t cover exhaustive lists of available patterns for all
scenarios. There is no complete code library or complete collection of
design assets. I will only mention some particular resources, pattern
libraries, and showcases that will help you find further extensive
collections of patterns for different contexts. I'll also point out common
names for patterns that differ across libraries.

How to use this book

Patterns are neat because they elegantly package up all the things you
need to know about interface and interaction design. They help you grow
into the field. They are useful resources that you can refer back to (you
don’t need to memorize all of them from the start). If you have the general
gist of patterns available and instant access to all of them, all you need to
do is look up the pattern you need when it comes time to solve a problem.
If you know a handful of relevant, similar patterns, you can look them all
up and weigh them one by one.

Use this book to learn how to recognize traits across seemingly unrelated
patterns and how they similarly solve problems (e.g., continuous scrolling,
tabs, and pagination might have more in common than you think). Then you
can start with a problem space (whether driven by stakeholder engagement,
user research, or technology), clarify the problem according to real user
needs, validate them, then translate those needs into pattern solutions.

Use this book to learn how to communicate UI design solutions. Most
of this book will be more valuable to people new to the practice of web
and product design as they develop their vocabulary to discuss interface
patterns. It may, however, also help experts learn how to share their
solutions as they learn how to mentor.

This book will show you concrete examples of how to discover
Ul patterns, evaluate patterns, and communicate solutions to design
problems and user needs. Use this book as a starting point for your journey
into making digital user interfaces.

xxii



CHAPTER 1

Introducing
Ul patterns

To help you create intuitive products, this chapter will introduce UI
patterns and highlight why they’'re important and valuable.

What’s a Ul pattern?

A pattern is a recurring solution to a problem in a context.

I'like to think of patterns as models: a pattern has a structure and
can be easily used to help you solve a problem faster than building from
scratch. They have a consistent and recognizable form, as well as a method
of being referenced, such as a memorable name. In knitting, you might
choose a pattern from a book to help you make a sweater with good
sleeves, noting that some sweaters are more ornamentally complex than
others. In origami, you might use a folding pattern to produce a complex
sculpture from basic origami folds, such as the orizuru (#7) or paper
crane shown in Figure 1-1.

© Diana MacDonald 2019 1
D. MacDonald, Practical UI Patterns for Design Systems,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4842-4938-3_1



CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCING UI PATTERNS

Figure 1-1. Photo of paper cranes by Rebecca Freeman

While you might create an orizuru using a proven solution, there are
many ways to fold a paper crane with varying levels of ornamentation, like
a flapping crane or consecutive cranes.

Ul patterns (user interface patterns) are found in the digital sphere of
web sites, applications, native mobile apps, and other software or devices.
They provide a language for discussing interactive design. They suggest
function, interaction, and intent. UI patterns document reusable parts of
an interface that share a purpose.

To understand Ul patterns (and how they differ from components),
let’s explore some ideas from the UI framework, Bootstrap. First, we'll look
at the thumbnails component (https://getbootstrap.com/docs/3.4/
components/#thumbnails) from version 3 of the framework, as shown in
Figure 1-2, before circling back to what makes a UI pattern.


https://getbootstrap.com/docs/3.4/components/#thumbnails
https://getbootstrap.com/docs/3.4/components/#thumbnails
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Default example

By default, Bootstrap's thumbnails are designed to showcase linked images with minimal required markup.

EXAMPLE

wdiv class="row"> Copy
<div class="col-xs-6 col-md-3"=>
<a | " as5="thumbnail">
<img s Yo" alt=". "
</a=>
=/div>

</div=>

Figure 1-2. Screenshot of Bootstrap 3’s thumbnails component
default example

The thumbnails pattern presents small image previews in a collection
where each image is linked to a larger resource, such as a high-resolution
version of the image. If the thumbnail is a preview of a product, it will link
to the product detail page. If it is a thumbnail of a video, it will link to the
video player to watch the video. The key features of the thumbnails pattern
are as follows:

e Small images.
o Linked resources.

o [Itrepresents a collection.
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You'll frequently find images in this pattern shown alongside a title or
description, as shown in Figure 1-3.

3
"
<
I
X
>
>

Thumbnail label Thumbnail label Thumbnail label

Cras justo odio, dapibus ac facilisis Cras justo odio, dapibus ac facilisis Cras justo odio, dapibus ac facilisis
in, egestas eget quam. Donec id in, egestas eget quam. Donec id in, egestas eget quam. Donec id
elit non mi porta gravida at eget elit non mi porta gravida at eget elit non mi porta gravida at eget
metus. Nullam id dolor id nibh metus. Nullam id dolor id nibh metus. Nullam id dolor id nibh
ultricies vehicula ut id elit. ultricies vehicula ut id elit. ultricies vehicula ut id elit.

Figure 1-3. Screenshot of Bootstrap 3’s thumbnails component with
custom content

In Bootstrap 4, however, you'll find that this component’s been
replaced by the card component (https://getbootstrap.com/docs/4.3/
components/card/) using an image, title, text, and link, as shown in
Figure 1-4.


https://getbootstrap.com/docs/4.3/components/card/
https://getbootstrap.com/docs/4.3/components/card/
https://getbootstrap.com/docs/4.3/components/card/
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Example

Cards are built with as little markup and styles as possible, but still manage to deliver a ton of control and customization, Built with
flexbox, they offer easy alignment and mix well with cther Bootsirap companents, They have no marcin by default, so use spacing
utilities a5 needed.

Below is an example of a basic card with mixed content and a fixed width. Cards have no fixed width to start, so they"ll naturally fill the
full width of its parent element. This is easily customized with our various sizing options.,

Card title

Some quick example text 1o bulld
on the card title and make up the
bulk of the card's content.

="width: 1#ren;"s>
“card-1mg-top* alts"...">

"rard-title"sCard title</nS>
rd-text”>5ome guick examgle text to build on the card title and make up the bulk of the card's content.</p=
" class="btn btn-primary">Go somewhere</a>

Figure 1-4. Screenshot of Bootstrap 4’s card component

This change more clearly separates the thumbnail’s purpose of
previewing visual content—a content pattern—from the card layout’s
purpose of segmenting content using repeating containers for images and
text—a display pattern. The shift toward the display pattern makes sense
for a flexible UI framework with built components. We’ll learn more about
components in Chapter 4.

Ul patterns are more abstract than visual style. While patterns can
often be identified by visual similarity, these components demonstrate it’s
not always so easy: a pattern describes behavior, which can be divorced
from easily identifiable visual presentation. You can, for example, apply
a strong, dramatic visual style or a subtle, muted flavor to a thumbnail
collection.
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Note You might also see reference to user flow patterns or
strategic patterns when a Ul pattern spans multiple pages, like in

the lazy signup pattern in Chapter 2. Similarly, you might read about
behavioral patterns, persuasive patterns, or social patterns, where
the characteristic behavior presents information, shares a message, or
persuades a human, like in the good defaults pattern in Chapter 2.

Elements of a Ul pattern

A Ul pattern is defined by three ingredients:
e A named solution describing what the pattern does

e The problem the user is facing or why this pattern
isneeded

¢ The context for when to use the pattern
For our thumbnail example

e The named solution “thumbnails” suggests a collection
of small image previews linked to larger resources.

e The user’s problem is navigating a large collection of
content and selecting only the items they want.

¢ The context is when the user needs a preview
before deciding—before downloading a large file or
committing to watching an entire movie. You'll often
find thumbnails on product range pages or search
result listings before you've decided which item to drill
in on. In contrast, product or detail pages need fewer
thumbnails because that product or item is what you
came to see so they can be shown in full without a
thumbnail.
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As you can see in Figure 1-5, Pinterest uses thumbnails in their visual
discovery product.

Q, Ulpatterns x apsv &2 & @ A
N
= _"‘4

- ’¢_

Figure 1-5. Screenshot of Pinterest thumbnails

If Pinterest continuously loaded high-resolution images at their full
size instead of thumbnails, that would slow down an otherwise immersive
experience. Pinterest needs to present thumbnails to facilitate smooth
browsing to help people discover ideas.

In a large collection like that, you won’t know what image will appear
next or if it's something you want to see in detail. By using thumbnails,
you can quickly browse a larger set of choices before zooming in on
particularly interesting items.
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Figure 1-6 shows an Adidas product with thumbnails.
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Figure 1-6. Screenshot of Adidas’s product images with
thumbnails

Each small image (thumbnail) in this collection shows a preview of
a product photo, linking to a larger photo. Unlike the Pinterest example,
here the thumbnails are presented at the same time as the linked item.
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The selected thumbnail is indicated by different styling (black borders
above and below), while the larger photo is shown.

Warby Parker glasses, on the other hand, need no thumbnails to flick
between product images, as shown in Figure 1-7.

WARBY PARKER EYEGLASSES SUNGLASSES MORE 1 SEARCH HELP SIGH IN =

EYEGLASSES / WOMEN

Louise

Starting at $145, including prescription lenses

Figure 1-7. Screenshot of Warby Parker’s product images with no
thumbnails

These images are the main subject of the page. There are fewer images
to browse than most thumbnail collections (just three photos), so smaller
previews would not save you much time. You can also predict what the
next photo will be: the same glasses from another angle. You might as well
jump straight to it than fill up the page with tiny thumbnails. This is an
example of when you don’t need thumbnails.

Other pattern details
When describing a Ul pattern, some people also specify these details:
e Why?
o Explanation of how it solves the problem

e Supporting principles, such as usability principles
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e User research and other evidence
e Motivation

Examples

How it works

Consequences

e Trade-offs and drawbacks

o Result context and expected improvements
Implementation details

Sample code or design assets

Known uses “in the wild”

Author or resident expert

Related patterns

Alternative names or aliases

Links to more resources

These tend to be used to elaborate on the three main

components—solution, problem, and context. Particularly—and
importantly—it is common to suggest alternative, related patterns of
interest in the context part of a pattern to clarify when noft to use the
pattern. I note these here so you may recognize them when you see them
elsewhere and can consider them for yourself if you find yourself writing a

pattern.

A specific collection of patterns for a project is often called a pattern
library. Pattern libraries give teams a common language to improve their
design processes. We'll discuss pattern libraries further in Chapter 4.
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Why care about patterns?

Ul patterns compare approaches, distilling the considerations
and successes of designers before you. Knowing the patterns and
understanding the decisions that went into them let you take advantage
of the mounting wisdom of whole generations and industries that brought
about these patterns, without reinventing the wheel. The small, reusable
Ul solutions found in these patterns can then be composed together to
build cohesive, intuitive experiences that resonate with people.

Let’s look at some of the other benefits of learning UI patterns.

Design efficiently

Knowing patterns can help you design efficiently by quickly recognizing
the best tool for the job, understanding the value of different solutions,
and solving the largest number of problems at once. For example, an
autocomplete search box might help your site visitors navigate your site
content, recognize the term they’re looking for without knowing the exact
name or spelling, and select a result after only typing a few characters
without needing to waste energy typing in the full search term. By learning
about the autocomplete UI pattern, you'll more quickly recognize when
you need to use it, and likewise with all UI patterns. For example, if you
need to redesign the navigation for a catalog of products by expanding the
existing horizontal dropdown menu into a multilevel one, you can see how
an autocomplete search box might solve the problem better. We'll look at
autocomplete again in Chapter 3.

You can even recognize patterns across evolving technology.
Compare the hated “Clippy” (www.theatlantic.com/technology/
archive/2015/06/clippy-the-microsoft-office-assistant-is-the-
patriarchys-fault/396653/) Microsoft Office assistant to Slack’s chatbot
called Slackbot, shown in Figure 1-8.
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1]

y “ Slackbot 9:19 AM
Hello, I'm Slackbot. | try to be helpful. (But I'm still just a bot. Sorry!) Type something and
hit Enter to send your message.

'a

If you're not sure how to do something in Slack, just type your question below.
Or press these buttons to learn about the following topics:

Your profile photo How to join channels Message formatting

Figure 1-8. Screenshot of Slackbot introducing itself

As conversational Uls have developed, we’ve seen some drastic
changes in how we interact with technology; however, we've also noticed
some similarities. You can see some familiar patterns, including identity
and profile information, private chat, and feed updates. Increasing your
familiarity with diverse patterns will help you efficiently solve design
problems you face in new user interfaces, especially if you understand the
underlying usability principles and can adapt patterns to new contexts.

Consistency and familiarity

Using familiar patterns lets you foster predictability. The familiar idea of
drag and drop lets you directly manipulate an object by dragging and
dropping it. A common use of drag and drop is to upload an image by
dragging it from your computer’s local file system to a target drop area in
the interface. Most to-do apps let you drag and drop to-do items to reorder
them or move them to different lists. The more pervasive drag and drop
interfaces become across the Web, the more likely people will understand
how to interact with them. GitHub, for example, makes it clear that you can
attach a file to a comment and that you can do this using several methods
(drag and drop, select, paste). In Figure 1-9, you can see GitHub’s rich text
editor for comments that lets you drag and drop images.
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