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Dont Make Me Think Krug

Introduction: The Enduring
Wisdom of "Don't Make Me Think"

In the fast-evolving world of web design and user experience (UX),
few books have achieved the legendary status of Steve Krug's
Don't  Make  Me  Think:  A  Common  Sense  Approach  to  Web
Usability. Since its first publication in 2000, this concise, witty, and
profoundly  ins ightfu l  book  has  been  a  cornerstone
recommendation for anyone involved in creating websites, digital
products, or user interfaces. The central philosophy behind Dont
Make  Me  Think  Krug  is  deceptively  simple:  a  website  or
application should be so intuitive, so self-explanatory, that a user
can look at it and immediately understand how to use it without
expending  any  unnecessary  mental  effort.  This  principle,  often
referred  to  as  Krug's  First  Law of  Usability,  is  not  just  about
aesthetics; it is about creating frictionless experiences that respect
the user's time, attention, and cognitive load.

This article will delve deep into the core concepts presented in
Don't Make Me Think, exploring why Krug's observations remain
critically relevant in an age of complex mobile apps, intricate SaaS
platforms, and information-heavy websites. We will examine the

practical  applications  of  his  key  principles,  from designing  for
scanning and satisficing to taming intricate navigation systems. By
understanding the "why" behind Krug's rules, you can transform
your approach to user experience design, moving from guesswork
to a user-centric methodology that prioritizes clarity and efficiency
above all else.

The Core Principle: Krug's First
Law of Usability

At the heart  of  Dont Make Me Think Krug  is  a  concept  so
fundamental  that  it  transcends  specific  design  trends  or
technologies. The law states simply: "Don't make me think."
Krug argues that a user's interaction with a website should be as
obvious  as  possible.  Every  clickable  button,  every  link,  every
navigation  label,  and  every  page  layout  should  require  zero
conscious thought from the user.

What Does "Thinking" Mean in This Context?

Krug  isn't  saying  that  users  are  unintelligent.  Instead,  he's
referring to a specific type of mental deliberation: the frustrating,



second-guessing kind of thinking that occurs when a user is unsure
about what to do next. Examples include:

Wondering, "Is this word a link or just bold text?"
Being confused by a navigation label that uses corporate
jargon instead of plain language.
Hesitating to click a button because you're not sure what the
outcome will be.
Scrolling through a page and not understanding where the
important content begins.

When a user is forced to think in this way, it creates friction. It
interrupts  their  flow,  increases  the  chance  of  error,  and,  most
importantly, consumes their goodwill.  Krug's book is a practical
guide to eliminating these moments of micro-stress. The goal is to
make every screen virtually self-explanatory, so the user can focus
on their goals—whether that's reading an article, buying a product,
or filing a report—rather than on deciphering the interface itself.

Trunk Test: A Practical Application
of Krug's Principles

One of the most famous and practical takeaways from Don't Make
Me Think is the "Trunk Test" (or "Trunk" usability test). This is a
rapid, low-cost method for evaluating the clarity of a website's
home page.  Krug  proposes  that  you  should  be  able  to  put  a
website in front of a stranger, ask them to look at it for a few
seconds (the time it takes to walk from your trunk to your front
door), and then be able to ask them a few basic questions.

Key Trunk Test Questions

If the site is truly well-designed, the user should be able to answer
these questions almost instantly:

What site is this? The site's identity and purpose should be1.
crystal clear.
What can I do here? The primary functions or value2.
proposition should be immediately apparent.
What is the hierarchy of information? What's most3.
important on the page? What's secondary?
Where should I start? The user's first action should be4.
obvious.

The Trunk Test is a perfect embodiment of Dont Make Me Think
Krug.  It  forces  designers  to  look  at  their  work  from  the
perspective of a new visitor who is impatient and task-oriented. If
the site fails this simple test, it means the user is already being
forced to "think" before they can even begin to engage with the
content.  Conducting  regular  Trunk  Tests  on  your  own  site  or
prototypes can reveal glaring usability issues that might otherwise
go unnoticed in the complexity of development.

Designing for Scanning, Not
Reading

Krug dedicates significant attention to how users actually consume
content on the web. His famous observation is that "We don't
read pages. We scan them." This is a critical insight that stems
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directly from the principle of "don't make me think." Users are
usually  on  a  mission.  They  are  looking  for  something  specific—a
phone number, a price, a piece of data, a news headline. They do
not have the time or inclination to read every word on a page.

Strategies for Scannable Design

To honor this user behavior, Krug advocates for several design
tactics:

Create clear visual hierarchies: Make the relative
importance of different page elements obvious through size,
color, and placement.
Use conventions: Don't reinvent the wheel. Users expect
certain things to look and behave in familiar ways (e.g., a
blue, underlined link; a shopping cart icon). Conventions
reduce cognitive load.
Break up pages into clearly defined sections: Use
headings and subheadings generously. They act as
signposts for scanning eyes.
Keep it concise: Eliminate any unnecessary words ("happy
talk," promotional fluff, long descriptions). Every extra word
is a potential obstacle.
Make clicking effortless: Users should know what a link
does before they click it. Avoid ambiguous link text like
"Click here" or "Learn more."

By designing for scanning, you are essentially pre-answering the
user's  questions.  You  are  offering  them  a  visual  shortcut  that
allows them to find what they need without the cognitive strain of

parsing a dense block of text. This is a direct application of the
"don't make me think" philosophy.

The Myth of the Average User:
Satisficing and Information Scent

Krug  also  introduces  two  powerful  concepts  that  challenge
traditional UX assumptions: satisficing and information scent.

Understanding Satisficing

Krug points  out  that  users  are  rarely  "optimizers."  They  don't
weigh  every  possible  option  to  find  the  perfect  solution.  Instead,
they are "satisficers"—a term coined by economist Herbert Simon.
A  satisficer  looks  for  the  first  reasonable  option  that  seems  to
solve their problem. They don't want to spend time and mental
energy analyzing a full list of choices. For example, if a user needs
to find the price of a service, they might click on the first link that
looks like "Pricing" or "Plans." They won't read every menu item to
find  the  most  accurate  label.  This  is  a  form  of  "don't  make  me
think" survival;  it's  a perfectly rational  response to information
overload.

The Power of Information Scent

Information scent  is  the often-unconscious process  by which
users judge how likely a link is to lead them to their goal. A strong
information scent comes from link text and surrounding context
that  provide  clear,  relevant  clues.  For  instance,  a  link  labeled



"Contact Us" has a very strong information scent for  someone
looking for a phone number. A link labeled "Get in Touch" might
have a slightly weaker scent. A link labeled "Our Network" has
almost no scent at all for the same user. When the scent is strong,
users  click  with  confidence.  When  it's  weak  or  misleading,  they
hesitate, click reluctantly, or move on. By carefully crafting link
text  and  the  visual  context  around  links,  designers  can
dramatically  improve  usability  and  reduce  the  mental  work
required from the user.

Practical Applications for Modern
UX Designers

The principles  from Dont Make Me Think Krug  are not  just
theoretical; they have direct, actionable implications for anyone
working in digital design today.

1. Navigation and Wayfinding

Krug's  approach  to  navigation  is  masterful.  He  argues  that
navigation is not a luxury; it's a necessity. It serves two primary
purposes: to tell you where you are and to help you get where you
want  to  go.  He advocates  for  clear,  persistent  navigation that
includes:

A "You are here" indicator: This could be a breadcrumb
trail, a highlighted section in a sidebar, or a clear page title.
Users should never feel lost.
Primary, secondary, and tertiary navigation: Clearly

separate the most important actions from less important
ones.
A search box: For content-heavy sites, a search box is a
critical safety net for users who cannot find what they need
through browsing.

2. Forms and Data Entry

Forms are  often  the  biggest  source  of  user  frustration.  Krug's
principles are essential here. The form should tell you exactly what
information is  required,  in  what  format,  and what  will  happen
when  you  submit  it.  Use  clear  labels,  logical  field  ordering,  and
helpful error messages. Avoid surprises. A form that forces a user
to think about every single field is a form that will be abandoned.

3. Mobile and Responsive Design

On small screens, the imperative to "not make the user think" is
even  more  critical.  With  limited  real  estate  and  touch-based
interaction, clarity is paramount. Krug's principles of clear visual
hierarchy, strong information scent, and satisficing are even more
vital  on  mobile.  A  confusing  mobile  interface  is  an  immediate
barrier to engagement.

Criticisms and Evolution of the
Concept

While Don't Make Me Think remains a foundational text, it is not
without its critics. Some argue that the "don't make me think"
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framework can lead to interfaces that are too simplistic or that it
undervalues the role of delight and aesthetic pleasure in design.
The book is also heavily focused on task-oriented, informational
websites, which may not fully cover the needs of more narrative-
driven or artistic platforms.

However, the core insight remains as potent as ever. The current
digital  landscape,  filled  with  competing  applications  and
overwhelmed users, makes a compelling case for Dont Make Me
Think Krug. The modern UX designer's goal is to create interfaces
that are not only easy to use but also feel effortless. This involves
a deep understanding of cognitive psychology, user behavior, and
the relentless pursuit  of  simplicity.  Krug's  work is  the bedrock
upon which many of today's powerful UX methodologies are built,
from iterative prototyping to rapid user testing.

Conclusion

Steve Krug's Don't Make Me Think is more than just a book; it is a
mindset. It is a constant reminder that the user should never be an
obstacle in their own journey to accomplish a task. By embracing
the core principle of Dont Make Me Think Krug, designers and
product managers can create digital experiences that are not just
usable  but  truly  pleasurable.  The  goal  is  to  remove  every
unnecessary barrier, every moment of hesitation, and every ounce
of cognitive friction. By making interfaces that are self-evident,
designers  empower  users  to  focus  on  what  truly  matters:
achieving their goals, exploring their interests, and getting things
done—without ever having to think about the interface itself. In a
world of endless digital choices, the greatest gift you can give a
user is the feeling that everything is exactly where they expect it
to be and works exactly as they imagined. That is  the lasting
legacy of "Don't Make Me Think."


