
UNIT 5: UI DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

Navigation Design Principles
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What is Navigation in UI/UX?

Navigation in UI/UX design is the system of elements that allow users to move across different

sections of a website or application. It is the structural backbone of Information Architecture (IA).

Core Questions

Good navigation helps to answers three critical

questions for the user:

Where am I right now? (Active states,

Breadcrumbs)

Where can I go? (Menus, Links, Buttons)

How do I get back? (Back buttons, Logo link to

home)

The 4 Core Types of Navigation

1. Global Navigation: Primary site structure (Top
Nav).

2. Utility Navigation: Action-oriented tools (Search,
Login).

3. Associative Navigation: Contextual discovery
(Related items).

4. Inline Navigation: Embedded within content
(Hyperlinks).

2 /  8



1. Global Navigation

Global Navigation represents the primary, top-level structure of a website. It is typically present on every

single page and provides access to the main sections of the site.

Characteristics

Persistent: Remains visible across all pages.

Hierarchical: Maps out the top-tier Information

Architecture.

Location: Usually placed at the top (Header) or side

(Sidebar).

Example: "Products", "Solutions", "Pricing".

Real-World Example

Notice the main links centered in the header, forming the

site's structural backbone.
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2. Utility Navigation

Utility Navigation connects users to tools, personal settings, and secondary actions that help them use

the site, rather than browse its content hierarchy.

Characteristics

Action-Oriented: Focuses on doing things, not

reading pages.

Location: Typically pushed to the extreme top-right

corner.

Visual Weight: Often uses icons (magnifying glass,

user avatar, cart) to save space.

Example: "Sign In", "Cart", "Search", "Language".

Real-World Example

Compact icons for Account, Search, Cart, and

Localization pushed to the top right.
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3. Associative Navigation

Associative Navigation links pages with similar or related topics, independent of the strict top-down

hierarchy. It aids in discovery and context-setting.

Types & Characteristics

Breadcrumbs: Shows the user's current location in

the hierarchy (e.g., Home > Electronics > Laptops ).

Related Content: "Customers also bought",

"Related Articles".

Footer Links: Extensive fat footers grouping

secondary topics.

Purpose: Prevents dead-ends and encourages

further exploration.

Real-World Example

Notice the Breadcrumb trail at the top and the

"Customers also bought" cross-linking.
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4. Inline Navigation

Inline Navigation consists of links embedded directly within the flow of content or text. They provide

immediate, contextual jump points while reading.

Characteristics

Contextual: Highly relevant to the specific sentence

or paragraph they reside in.

Visual Affordance: Must stand out from body text

(typically blue, underlined, or bold).

Disruption: Designed to offer tangents without

breaking the primary reading flow.

Example: Hyperlinks in Wikipedia articles.

Real-World Example

Distinct blue hyperlinks woven naturally into the

paragraph and a contextual action button.
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Best Practices for Effective Navigation

Effective navigation minimizes cognitive friction and guides users intuitively toward their goals. Apply these 6 core

UX best practices:

Jakob's Law 01

Consistency & Conventions

Place menus where users expect them

(top header, left sidebar, mobile

bottom bar). Keep layout and styling

identical across every page.

→ Don't reinvent familiar patterns

Orientation 02

Clear "You Are Here" States

Always visually indicate the current

page with active color fills, pill badges,

or underlines. Use breadcrumbs for

deep multi-tier hierarchies.

→ Never let the user feel lost

Information Scent 03

Descriptive & Familiar Labels

Use plain, self-evident words

("Products", "Pricing", "Docs"). Avoid

internal company jargon, cryptic puns,

or mystery-meat icons.

→ Clarity always trumps cleverness

Miller's Law 04

Limit Cognitive Load (5–7 Items)

Keep primary menu items strictly

between 5 to 7. Cluster secondary and

niche links into well-organized drop-

downs, mega-menus, or footers.

→ Prevent choice paralysis (Hick's
Law)

Fitts's Law 05

Touch & Mobile Ergonomics

Ensure tap targets are at least

44×44px to 48×48px with generous

spacing. Position primary mobile

actions within natural thumb reach.

→ Design for one-handed thumb
reach
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UNIT 5 ·  NAVIGATION DESIGN

Section 5.3b Completed!
You have mastered the four pillars of digital wayfinding (Global,

Utility, Associative, and Inline Navigation) along with proven UX

best practices.

← Back to Unit 5 Hub §5.3 Responsive & Controls §5.4 Navigational Models →
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