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	When making a purchase from Amazon.com, all customers are presented with the same Web page. To determine their identity, users are each asked for two simple items: an e-mail address and a password. If they've yet to register with Amazon and don't have passwords, they can identify themselves as new customers; a user who has forgotten his or her password can easily retrieve it. This may not seem particularly impressive or significant, but to Leslie Deamer, a client partner and usability expert at the Internet consulting firm Viant, it's a major lesson in Web site usability. "Few sites have a page that handles all of that stuff in one place, in very simple terms," she says. "Amazon does–and has–a much higher rate of success because of it."

If customers find your site confusing or frustrating, they won't hesitate to leave. When a problem arises, help should be only a click away. As with ensuring site speed, ensuring usability starts with understanding your audience. Take, for example, the kind of search capabilities a site offers. If your visitors tend to be inexperienced Web users, a simple-to-use, natural-language search is important. But if they're techies, a Boolean search engine–one that requires and, or, or quotes–could be better. For diverse audiences, each page needs a small dialog box for a quick, simple search, as well as a link to a more advanced search engine.

Understanding your customers requires research. You'll need to do market research on their general preferences before even beginning your project, and then, at various stages of development, you'll need to look at how they respond to your site specifically. This can be done through a company such as Vividence, which uses an Internet-based service and collects opinions from over 150,000 consumer and business panelists worldwide.

Visitors should be able to complete any task quickly and easily, from logging on to filling out order forms. If you request information from the visitor, you must do so gradually–from page to page– never all at one time. And once you've asked the visitor a question, do your best never to ask that question again. Keep the answer stored in a database where it will be on hand when the visitor returns. "If you're a travel site and you ask them what their favorite airline is," says Thomas Mueller, a vice president of experience design for Web consultant Razorfish, "asking a second time will only annoy them."

It should also be easy for visitors to navigate between pages. If you see that a large proportion of people take a long route to search for products, fill out a form, or update an account, find ways to reduce the number of steps involved.

A good site also provides on-site help–preferably through live chat or even interactive voice help. Ideally, this feature should be included on every page of the Web site.

Deamer admires Nordstrom's solution. "They're all about customer service," she says. "From whatever page you're on, you can easily get access to interactive, real-time help through a chat interface. The company always feels very close and accessible."

For overall usability, Deamer points to drugstore.com. Each page offers quick access to its search engine and help tools. Pages are carefully organized for easy navigation. And when requesting information from the customer, the site does so in the most gradual of ways, requesting only what it needs at a particular moment. There's nothing startling or surprising to point out–and that's the point.


