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Despite how far we’ve come, we're still living in the early stages of mass-media
interactivity. User-manipulated content has come a long way in the past decade, but most
interactive content available today seems to be an unwarranted attempt at impressing
users, with little regard to how the interface will enhance the overall experience.

How interactive does a website need to be to serve its purpose? Does a collection
of buttons on a personal portfolio site need to shift about the page as the user moves the
cursor toward them? More and more I’ve come to realize that most interactive online
works, including my own, are interactive for no reason other than they can be. All it takes
is an introductory Flash class, and anyone can make an interactive website.

The first time a student learns how to use the filters built into Photoshop, he or
she might go a little crazy and rely on them a little too heavily for the first couple weeks.
I’ve called this phenomenon Lens Flare Syndrome in the past, referring to the images
created by first-year design students who have yet to attribute certain filters to amateur
design. Similar to Photoshop filters, I feel that many elements of interactivity, if poorly
executed, can confuse and frustrate users rather than assist their navigation.

Before a fully interactive work of entertainment can be created, the developer
must decide how much control the user will be granted, what type of assistance and clues
the computer will provide along the way, and how much the user will have to adapt to use
the interface.

In this paper, I will discuss a collection of works, from online experimental

websites to computer games, that show how elements of human-computer interaction can



be implemented to promote more comprehensible navigation with less aggravation on the
part of the user.
Balance of Control

Interactive entertainment relies on a certain degree of control from all parties
involved—the computer and at least one user. With all forms of interaction, the developer
must make a conscious decision regarding how to balance the control. Too much control
given to the computer results in a more linear, scripted experience, while too much
control in the user's hands can slow the progression of a storyline or quest, running the
risk of losing users whose goals may not be centered on exploration.

It has always been a goal of mine to create interactive works that will entertain
users beyond their first visit. While it is not a necessity for a worthwhile site to draw
users back now and then, a site that offers dynamic interaction, changing content or
constant updates will have a better chance of securing a decent online following. While
there isn’t a simple formula for developing such a site, there are a few sites I’ve followed
over the years because they provide a reason to check back every once in a while.

The flash-based game Samorost comes across as a mixture of a cartoon and a
series of puzzles. Combining images of natural objects such as tree stumps and vector-
based animations, Samorost creates a world where creatures obstruct the main character’s
path, and the user must manipulate the hero, the environment and, at times, other
creatures in an effort to pass through each scene (Fig. 1). With Samorost, there is only
one way to solve every puzzle, and there are few clickable areas that aren’t important to
the plot at hand. This makes the story perfectly linear, which might make the game too

simplistic for many players, but at the same time, there is no possibility for failure, and if



a mistake is made that gets the hero eaten by a giant lizard, he is simply spit out again,
and the user must find a way to proceed without getting eaten again. This forced linear
style makes Samorost easier for children to understand, and eliminates the drudgery of

constantly starting over, as with many other adventure and puzzle games.

Fig. 1: The hero must find a way to use this primitive stove before continuing.
Amanita Design. Samorost. www.samorost.net. Accessed October 2006.

Han Hoogerbrugge’s personal website, hoogerbrugge.com, has gone through
many revisions since its creation in 1996, but one element has always remained
consistent: the projects and experiments always focus on a rotoscoped animation of the
artist himself, often in surreal and masochistic situations, and always in black and white.
Hans’s involvement in several side projects, such as Hotel and ProStress, as well as
intermittent updates on his own site, are a testament to his own desire to entertain and

surprise his fans at every turn (Fig. 2).



Fig. 2: One example of Han Hoogerbrugge’s bouts of self-punishment.
Hoogerbrugge. Modern Living / Neurotica. www.hoogerbrugge.com. Accessed October 2006.

The Hoogerbrugge site gives users a very small degree of control over the
characters on the screen, but they way the characters are treated with each click give a
sense that the user is in some sort of control: certainly the characters wouldn’t administer
this sort of punishment upon themselves, and the design of the site, with its expansive
grey empty space and general lack of props or settings, gives the user the feeling that he
or she is the only other person present, the only person who could be doing these awful
things. Yet the user clicks anyway, over and over, until it’s clear that Han’s reactions
have started looping and there is nothing new to see.

The simplistic virtual world found at safeplaces.net combines small degrees of
exploration, manipulation and playfulness, and even a puzzle or two. SafePlaces consists
of a single small planet, a cluster of trees, some plants, mushrooms, and a happy,
comfortable boy resting next to his music player (Fig. 3). The shapes and colors used—

circles and simple vector shapes in soft, glowing gradients—give the user a feeling of



comfort from the start. As the user moves the cursor around, plants grow and shrink,
flowers play musical notes and mushrooms bounce around. It isn’t anything spectacular,
but it establishes a connection with the user, showing that the developer crafted the site to

play off the user’s choices.

Fig. 3: SafePlaces offers some solace, relaxation and a few puzzles to figure out.
gcomDigital. SafePlaces. www.safeplaces.net. Accessed October 2006.

Clicking on the boy’s music player reveals a streaming music option for the user
to sample various background songs, further confirming the relaxed attitude of the site.
Clicking on the bird resting atop one of the trees makes it play a few musical notes—
notes which the user might realize match those of the flowers found below. Emulating the
tune by hovering over the correct sequence of flowers summons a creature to fly in from
above, which eventually leads to an alternate variation of the SafePlaces world,
something reminiscent of a drug-induced mind trip, while still maintaining the cartoonish
appeal of the site.

While Hoogerbrugge’s site differs from SafePlaces in many ways, one important



difference is the linear fashion in which each experiment is presented with
Hoogerbrugge, almost as if each section were a chapter in a book, while with SafePlaces,
the discoveries are up to the user, and there is no telling whether every interaction
scripted into the site has been discovered by the user.

As 1 contemplate the interactive components of my own work, I’m constantly
searching for a unique element of interactivity that will bring users back to visit every
once in a while. While I doubt I can commit myself to regular updates, I often wonder
how successful a site with an undisclosed number of features, such as SafePlaces, would
be. There are certainly downsides to the idea, as this shifts the balance of control more
toward the user, perhaps resulting in a loss of interest from those users who prefer to have
the computer guide their way, rather than play around in a virtual dream world for a
while.

Regardless, online playfulness has always appealed to me, and I hope I will be
able to combine exploration with visual rewards for discovering and solving puzzles. An
earlier project I worked on a while back involved a small collection of puzzles, including
a set of four pillars controlled by a panel. Later in the level, a similar series of pillars, and
the user must make the connection between the two in order to solve the final puzzle. The
logic behind these connected puzzles, requiring the user to remember back to previous
puzzles and messages, came from my days playing Myst, when taking notes on such
seemingly trivial details as the direction a flower’s pedals spin was instrumental in
conquering the game.

Limitations and Affordances

Just as the shape of an electric plug makes it obvious which way to plug it into an



outlet, clues and constraints can be included into an interactive work to make sure users
with freedom to roam will be able to find their way back, should they decide to explore
away from the main path. In The Design of Everyday Things, Norman explains that
constraints and limitations--in this case perhaps a time limit or a fence surrounding a
level--clue a user in on what may be insignificant to a storyline, whereas affordances, or
conceivable possibilities based on the appearance and setting of certain items, can reveal
what might need to happen in order to continue'. Such affordances may be buttons,
dangling ropes, gears and the like, which we have learned from our experiences in the

real world serve fairly specific functions.
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Fig. 4: Most of the tools in Photoshop are designed to emulate real-world tools, and their icons bring to
mind the affordances they share with their real-world counterparts.
Adobe Systems. Photoshop Tools Palette.

1 Norman, Donald. 1988. The Design of Everyday Things. New York: Doubleday.



Since the dawn of the internet, certain visual clues have been designed to tell a
user what options are available without having to explain these options in detail. One
notable example is the blue underlined text used to denote a clickable link on a web page.
Not only do these links stand out from the rest of a page's body text, making it clear
which words can be clicked, they provide the user with another unmistakable signal as
the cursor rolls over them: the hand cursor. This icon gives the clear message that
something can be clicked or manipulated, and the metaphor of the pointing hand has
become a symbol of navigation, freedom and control for users worldwide.

Games such as Myst utilize the hand cursor as a primary sign of affordance,
informing a user that clicking in a specific area will get a reaction from the game, like
moving the player or activating an item on the screen (Fig. 5). This visual indication has
been instrumental in such games, where users are left alone to explore and discover
worlds on their own, with no help from other characters or detailed instructions. Without
the changing of the cursor, users may be subject to hours of clicking around until they get
a reaction, whereas the difference in cursors allows for a less frustrating time fishing for

options.



Fig. 5: This original hand cursor was the only guide in navigating the first Myst game.
Cyan. Myst. 1993.

In all five games in the Myst series, the game engine has relied on the same hand
cursor to provide the user with the primary navigation options. The shape and color of the
hand has changed throughout the years—evolving from the tiny pixel hand taken right
out of Apple’s earlier operating systems to a fully animated 3D hand with customizable
skin tones—but the premise remains the same: the hand tells the user what options are
available at any given time, and no other information is necessary for the navigation of
the game. In some sequels, clicking on certain surfaces and items will get a negative
reaction from the hand: trying to press on the wall, perhaps while searching for a secret
panel, will cause the hand to tap a couple times against the wall, and nothing else will
happen (Fig. 6). When the user clicks on a live electrical wire, the hand will reach out and
react as if shocked, showing that something else must happen before the wire can be
touched. This is a great way to portray limitations in the environment without using

textual clues or ignoring the user’s clicks altogether.



Fig. 6: The hand’s appearance has changed, but its function remains the same.
Cyan. MystRevelation. 2004.

More recently, games involving a wide range of options and abilities have used an
assortment of cursor signals to portray contextual affordances. For example, real-time
strategy games require users to control large numbers of characters, all with their own
specific abilities and functions, amidst swarms of enemies and allies on the same playing
field. As the action occurs in real time, users don’t have time to scroll through lists of
options to find the appropriate choice for every individual character interaction. In order
to make such options easier to understand and access, developers have come up with
more specialized groups of cursor icons, each representing a very clear and
understandable affordance. When controlling characters in Baldur’s Gate, for example,
hovering the cursor over any accessible piece of land reveals an icon similar to the X on a
treasure map, telling the user that clicking will send a character in that direction. Rolling

over an enemy character switches the cursor to a sword icon, as clicking will commence



an attack on the enemy, and a friendly character displays an image of two heads facing
each other, depicting the option to engage in dialogue. Although the most common option
when faced with an enemy would be to attack, a user can always choose to override these
default affordances, attacking a friendly character or attempting to exchange words with
an enemy rather than attacking.

Aside from rollover icons revealing character-specific actions, many games
employ a color-coding system to inform the user of a character’s attitude or alignment.
Baldur’s Gate places circles at the feet of every person on the screen: green for characters
in the user’s party, red for enemies and blue for neutral characters (Fig. 7). This system of
coding each individual with unmistakable colors accomplishes several tasks. When a new
character emerges on the screen, the circle around his or her feet will tell the user whether
that person is about to attack the party or not. This makes up for the fact that characters
barely a hundred pixels tall can’t possibly contain enough details to allow the user to read
facial expressions as in real life. Also, when a battle takes place that includes a large
number of characters, the colored circles help sort out who is on whose side, and as many
characters tend to switch sides mid-battle, having the circles constantly present greatly

helps the user sort out who is fighting whom.



Fig. 7: Circles at every character’s feet tell the user whose side that character is on.
BioWare. Baldur’s Gate. 1998.

Standards and Deviations

Generally speaking, while browsing the internet, we expect everything to follow
the same guidelines we’re used to—such as the color-coded links and hand cursors
mentioned above—until something informs us of a deviation from those guidelines.
While these deviations are often necessary, they are not always used intuitively, and can
end up hampering the user’s ability to effectively manage the interface.

A common practice of modern-day interactive web design is to conceal the titles
and functions of a button until the user rolls over it or, worse, clicks on it (Fig. 8). This
tactic, commonly referred to as Mystery Meat Navigation, serves a useful purpose by
reducing text clutter amidst graphical elements not designed to accommodate such textual
cues. Websites and interactive presentations employing this technique tend to ignore
other methods of improving ease of navigation, thereby hindering the user’s ability to
find his or her way around. To add insult to injury, some developers combine Mystery

Meat Navigation with the absence of the hand cursor, replacing the tried and true image



of the pointing finger with obscure imagery and custom icons designed to match the look

and feel of the site.

Fig. 8: Kranestyle.com contains a handful of obscure buttons, with no text to tell the user where they lead.
LeskoMedia. KraneStyle. www.kranestyle.com. Accessed September 2006.

Mystery Meat Navigation is one instance of deviation from an established
standard of online navigation, in that it hides necessary information from the user, often
without compensation in the form of any other visual hints or clues. This style of
navigation isn’t always a bad idea, if certain precautions are taken to ensure the technique
enhances the desired feeling of the overall site. Because users have grown accustomed to
visible, color-coded links, Mystery Meat buttons give little indication as to where users
can click, and what will happen when they do.

There are other examples of deviations from the standard we’re used to, and in
some cases, these deviations can be used to enhance the user’s experience, rather than
hinder it. Somnium Orbis, a small collection of interactive puzzles, uses a text box upon

entering to warn the user that the scenes within will present challenges which must be



figured out to continue (Fig. 9). After that message, no other help will be offered to the

user, who must explore the available options and accomplish a task before progressing.
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Fig. 9: This message informs the user of a deviation from normal navigation standards.
Somnium Orbis. www.somniumorbis.com. Accessed October 2006.

In this case, the deviation is not only called for, but necessary in order to create
the type of puzzle the developer had in mind (Fig. 10). Because the standard idea of
colored, underlined links wouldn’t come close to replicating the surreal sensation of
exploring this alternate environment, the developer had to use a style of navigation
unfamiliar to most users, and the introductory message made it clear that this was a

departure from what users generally expect from online content.



Fig. 10: Users must figure out how the environment reacts to the cursor’s movements before extinguishing
the candle and continuing to Scene 2.
Somnium Orbis. www.somniumorbis.com. Accessed October 2006.

Another excellent site demonstrating deviation with a purpose is dontclick.it, an
experimental site dedicated to the concept of navigation using solely cursor movement,
without the use of the mouse buttons (Fig. 11). Not only does the site explore various
alternatives to the mouse click and even reprimand the user for accidentally (or
purposefully) clicking anywhere on the site. Buttonless experiments, history lessons and
statistics on previous visitors fill the site with quite a bit of content, all focused on this

unconventional interface.
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Fig. 11: The clickless interface found at dontclick.it
Alex Frank. DONTCLICK.IT. www.dontclick.it. Accessed September 2006.

How far does the average user wish to deviate from the established mode of
navigation while on the internet? It can’t be foreseen who will embrace a new style of
navigation and who will prefer a more palpable system, but there are undoubtedly users
in both categories, and it makes sense that many of us favor different modes at different
times. For the same reasons many of us would rather watch television than exercise after
coming home from work, we prefer having to work less at certain times of the day than
others. I believe the more linear modes of navigation, where the user has the least control
over the progression of the task at hand, will always have as much of a place on the
internet as the more interactive works, which give users the most control.

As a Flash developer and interface analyst of sorts, I’'m interested in devising
methods of human-computer interaction that tread far from the established method of
online browsing. At the same time, however, [ want to build a level of intuition into each

system, relying on users’ existing knowledge of real-life limitations and affordances, and



using that knowledge to guide them around an environment without making them feel
like I’'m holding their hands at each turn.

I am interested in creating a space on the internet where users can pursue a
number of goals. Everyone logs on to the internet for their own reasons, and I believe the
most successful sites will understand those reasons and try to provide something for as
many of them as possible. From mindless exploring to educational problem-solving, I
would like to make a positive contribution to the global village by enhancing visitors’
online experiences, whether they may be looking to decipher a mystery or just sit back

and watch a story take place from their recliner.



