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THE TIMELESS
WISDOM OF
DONALD
NORMAN'S THE
DESIGN OF
EVERYDAY THINGS

F e w  b o o k s  h a v e
shaped  the  way  we
think  about  product
design,  usability,  and
user  experience  as
profoundly  as  Donald
N o r m a n ' s  " T h e
Design  of  Everyday
Things."  Originally
publ ished  in  1988
under  the  title  "The
P s y c h o l o g y  o f

Everyday Things,"  this
semina l  work  has
become a cornerstone
of  design  education
and  a  must-read  for
anyone  involved  in
creating  products,
interfaces, or services.
Norman,  a  cognitive
scientist  and  usability
engineer,  didn't  just
write  a  manual  for
designers;  he  wrote  a
compelling  exploration
o f  w h y  s o  m a n y
everyday  ob jec ts
frustrate  us  and  how
h u m a n - c e n t e r e d
design  can  transform
them  into  delightful
tools.  Even  decades
after  its  release,  the
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principles  laid  out  in
t h i s  b o o k  r e m a i n
strikingly  relevant,
guiding  everything
from  physical  door
handles  to  complex
digital  interfaces.
In  this  article,  we will
delve  into  the  core
i d e a s  o f  D o n a l d
N o r m a n ' s  " T h e
Design  of  Everyday
Things,"  examining
why it matters, what its
key  concepts  mean,
and how you can apply
its  wisdom  to  create
better,  more  intuitive
designs.  Whether  you
are  a  seasoned  UX
professional, a budding
designer,  or  simply
someone who has ever
cursed  a  confusing
microwave or a poorly
designed  app,  this
article will help you see
the  world  of  design
through  Norman’s
insightful  lens.

WHO IS DONALD
NORMAN AND WHY
DOES HIS BOOK
MATTER?

Before  exploring  the
book’s  content,  it  is
helpful  to  understand
the  author.  Donald
Norman is  a  cognitive
psychologist, engineer,
and  design  theorist
w h o  h a s  h e l d
prestigious roles at the
University of California,
San Diego, and later as
a  vice  president  at
Apple .  H is  un ique
background—bridging
human  cognition  and
technology—allowed
him to see what many
designers missed: that
poor design is rarely a
failure of creativity, but
rather  a  fa i lure  to
understand the human
mind.
" T h e  D e s i g n  o f
Everyday  Things"
matters  because  it
s h i f t e d  t h e
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conversation  from
aesthetic  beauty  to
functional  usability.
Norman  argued  that
good design should be
invisible—it should not
require  instructions,
labels, or repeated trial
and  error.  Instead,  a
well-designed  object
communicates  i ts
purpose and operation
through its  very form.
This  human-centered
philosophy  laid  the
intellectual  foundation
f o r  m o d e r n  u s e r
e x p e r i e n c e  ( U X )
design.

CORE CONCEPTS
OF "THE DESIGN
OF EVERYDAY
THINGS"

Norman  doesn't  just
complain  about  bad
design;  he  provides  a
robust  vocabulary  for
a n a l y z i n g  a n d
improv ing  i t .  The
following concepts are
central to the book and

continue to be used in
design  schools  and
boardrooms worldwide.

Affordanc
es and
Signifiers
Perhaps  the  most
famous ideas from the
book  are  affordances
and  signifiers.  An
affordance  is  a
relationship  between
an object and a person
that suggests how the
object can be used. For
instance, a flat plate on
a door affords pushing,
while  a  handle  affords
pul l ing.  However ,
Norman points out that
we must also consider
signifiers—the visual or
auditory  clues  that
indicate  where  the
affordance  exists.  A
push  bar  with  a  sign
saying  "PUSH"  is  a
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signifier.  In  the  digital
world,  a raised button
that  casts  a  shadow
both  affords  clicking
and  signifies  its
function.
When designers ignore
signifiers,  users
become  confused.  A
door  that  looks like  it
should  be  pulled  but
a c t u a l l y  m u s t  b e
pushed  is  a  classic
e x a m p l e  o f  a n
affordance-violating
d e s i g n — o n e  o f
Norman’s  favorite  pet
peeves.

Mapping
Mapping refers to the
relationship  between
controls  and  their
effects.  Good  mapping
makes it obvious which
switch turns  on which
light,  or  which  button
moves  the  cursor  in
w h i c h  d i r e c t i o n .
Natura l  mapping,
where  controls  mimic

t h e  p h y s i c a l
arrangement  of  what
they control, is ideal. A
stove  with  burners
arranged  in  a  circle
and  knobs  placed  in
the  same  c i rcu lar
layout  is  a  textbook
e x a m p l e  o f  g o o d
m a p p i n g .  P o o r
mapping—like a row of
i d e n t i c a l  k n o b s
controlling  a  random
a r r a y  o f
burners—forces  users
to  memorize  arbitrary
associations.

Feedback
Every  action  a  user
t a k e s  s h o u l d  b e
followed by immediate,
u n d e r s t a n d a b l e
feedback.  When  you
press  a  button,  you
need to know that the
s y s t e m  h a s
acknowledged  your
input.  Audio  clicks,
visual  cues,  haptic
vibrations—these  are
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all  forms of  feedback.
Norman  emphasizes
that feedback must be
timely and informative.
A delay of even half a
second  can  break  the
user’s  sense  of  cause
and  effect.  Similarly,
too much feedback can
be  overwhelming;  the
key  is  to  provide  the
right  amount  at  the
right moment.

Constrain
ts
Const ra in ts  a re  a
powerful way to guide
user  behavior  without
explicit  instructions.
Constraints  can  be
physical  (a  3.5-inch
floppy disk can only be
inserted  one  way),
logical (a button that is
grayed  out  when  it's
not  ava i lab le) ,  o r
cultural (a red octagon
always  means  stop).
By limiting the possible

actions,  constraints
prevent  errors  and
make  systems  easier
to use. Norman argues
that  the  best  designs
use  constraints  to
make  it  impossible  to
do the wrong thing.

Conceptu
al Models
Users  develop  mental
models  of  how  things
work.  A  good  design
provides  a  consistent,
simple  conceptual
model that helps users
p red i c t  wha t  w i l l
happen. For example, a
digital  thermostat that
mimics the behavior of
a physical slider builds
on an existing mental
model.  But  when  a
d e v i c e  b e h a v e s
incons i s ten t l y—fo r
instance,  a  tap  that
sometimes  turns  left
fo r  ho t  wate r  and
sometimes right—users
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cannot form a reliable
model ,  lead ing  to
frustration.  Norman
s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e
designer is responsible
for  ensuring  that  the
system’s  operation  is
easily  understandable
and matches the user’s
expectations.

THE SEVEN
STAGES OF ACTION

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
practical frameworks in
Donald  Norman's
" T h e  D e s i g n  o f
Everyday  Things"  is
the  Seven  Stages  of
Action.  This  model
b reaks  down  how
people  interact  with
any  product:

Goal – What do1.
you want to
achieve?
Plan – How will2.
you do it?
Specify – What3.
sequence of
actions will you

take?
Perform –4.
Execute the
actions.
Perceive –5.
Observe the
state of the
system.
Interpret –6.
Understand what
happened.
Compare –7.
Check that the
outcome
matches the
goal.

Norman  uses  these
stages  to  ident i fy
where  design  breaks
down.  The  "Gulf  of
Execution"  occurs
between  the  user's
goal  and  the  actions
r e q u i r e d  b y  t h e
system.  The  "Gulf  of
Evaluation"  occurs
between  the  system’s
output  and  the  user’s
ability  to  interpret  it.
Bridging these gulfs is
the  essence  of  user-
centered  design.  By
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analyzing  each  stage,
designers can pinpoint
frustration  points  and
create smoother, more
intuitive experiences.

REAL-WORLD
EXAMPLES FROM
THE BOOK

Norman  populates  his
book  with  memorable
examples,  many  of
which  have  become
design  classics.  He
famously  describes
doors—push  or  pull,
handle  or  plate—as
objects that should be
simple  but  often  fail.
A n o t h e r  c l a s s i c
e x a m p l e  i s  t h e
refrigerator  with  a
digital control panel
that has no immediate
signifiers  or  feedback,
leaving users unsure if
t h e y ' v e  s e t  t h e
temperature correctly.
He  also  discusses  the
teapot  as  a  design
challenge:  a  teapot

must  pour  smoothly,
not drip, and stay cool
to  the  touch .  The
infamous  "t i l t ing"
teapot  that  sp i l l s
because  the  spout  is
too short  is  a favorite
cautionary  tale.  For
dig i ta l  des igners,
Norman  examines  the
early  days  of  video
recording  systems,
w h i c h  r e q u i r e d
complex  sequences  of
button  presses—a
perfect  illustration  of
poor mapping and lack
of feedback.
These  examples  are
not  just  entertaining;
they serve as universal
l e s s o n s .  B y
d e c o n s t r u c t i n g
everyday  disasters,
N o r m a n  e q u i p s
d e s i g n e r s  w i t h  a
mental checklist: Does
this  affordance  match
the  intended  action?
Does  the  signifier
clearly  communicate?
I s  f e e d b a c k
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i m m e d i a t e ?  A r e
constraints guiding the
user away from errors?

THE PARADOX OF
TECHNOLOGY

A  recurring  theme  in
t h e  b o o k  i s  t h e
p a r a d o x  o f
t e c h n o l o g y :  a s
products  gain  more
f e a t u r e s  a n d
capabilities, they often
become harder to use.
Th is  i s  espec ia l ly
relevant  today,  when
software  and  devices
c o n t i n u a l l y  a d d
functions.  Norman
argues  that  designers
must  not  on ly  add
fea tu res  bu t  a l so
simplify  the  user's
e x p e r i e n c e .  H e
a d v o c a t e s  f o r  a
balanced  approach
where  complexity  is
managed through good
design  rather  than
eliminated entirely.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a
smartphone today has

thousands of functions,
b u t  i t s  c o r e
interface—touchscreen
,  h o m e  b u t t o n ,
g e s t u r e s — r e m a i n s
relatively  simple.  This
is no accident; it is the
resu l t  o f  r igorous
appl icat ion  of  the
principles  Norman
outl ined.  His  work
directly  influenced  the
design  philosophy  at
A p p l e ,  w h e r e  h e
worked  during  the
development  of  the
early  Macintosh  and
later  returned  to  help
shape user experience
standards.

THE INFLUENCE ON
MODERN UX
DESIGN

" T h e  D e s i g n  o f
Everyday  Things"  is
often called the "bible
of UX." Its concepts are
now  taught  in  every
introductory course on
h u m a n - c o m p u t e r
interaction.  The  terms
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affordance,  signifier,
mapping, and feedback
are  used  daily  by  UX
designers,  product
m a n a g e r s ,  a n d
software  engineers.
Moreover,  Norman’s
emphasis on designing
for  error—making
mistakes  cheap  and
recovery easy—has led
to features like "undo,"
confirmation  dialogs,
and  forgiving  input
validation.
In  the  age  of  digital
products, many of the
same  principles  apply
to  websites,  mobile
apps,  and  even  voice
interfaces.  A  poorly
designed  checkout
form  that  hides  the
"submit" button or fails
to  show a confirmation
i s  a  v i o l a t i o n  o f
feedback. A navigation
menu  w i th  poor ly
mapped  links  creates
gul f  o f  execut ion.
Norman’s  framework
helps  designers  step

outs ide  the i r  own
assumptions  and  view
the  product  from  the
user's  perspective—a
perspective  that  often
reveals  surpris ing
flaws.

COMMON
CRITICISMS AND
UPDATES

Whi le  the  book  i s
widely  praised,  it  has
a l s o  f a c e d  s o m e
criticism for  being too
focused  on  physical
objects  and  lacking
coverage of cultural or
social factors in design.
In  l a te r  ed i t i ons ,
Norman  addressed
these  concerns  by
adding  discussions  of
emotion,  aesthetics,
and the  role  of  social
constraints.  The  2013
edition  in  particular
expands on the idea of
design  thinking  and
introduces  a  more
n u a n c e d  v i e w  o f
affordances.
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Another critique is that
Norman’s  seven-stage
model  can  feel  overly
a n a l y t i c a l  a n d
prescriptive.  Some
designers  prefer  a
m o r e  i t e r a t i v e ,
qualitative  approach.
However,  the  model
remains  an  excellent
d i a g n o s t i c  t o o l ,
especially  when  you
need to figure out  why
users are struggling.

APPLYING
NORMAN'S
PRINCIPLES TODAY

W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
redesigning  a  website
or  a  physical  product,
you  can  immediately
apply  the  principles
f r o m  D o n a l d
N o r m a n ' s  " T h e
Design  of  Everyday
Things":

Start by
observing users
in their natural
environment to

identify the gulfs
of execution and
evaluation.
Use signifiers to
make
affordances
obvious. If your
button looks
clickable but
isn’t, you have
created
confusion.
Provide clear,
instantaneous
feedback for
every user
action. A spinner,
a color change,
or a sound can
convey success
or failure.
Design
constraints that
prevent errors in
the first place.
For example,
disable the
"submit" button
until all required
fields are filled.
Use natural
mapping: place
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controls in the
same spatial
arrangement as
the objects they
affect.
Ensure that your
system’s
conceptual
model is simple
and consistent.
Avoid surprises
that break user
expectations.

These  strategies  not
only reduce frustration
but  also  build  trust.
U s e r s  f e e l  m o r e
competent  when  a
p r o d u c t  b e h a v e s
predictably,  and  they
are  more  l ike ly  to
return to a product that
respects their cognitive
abilities.

CONCLUSION

Donald  Norman's
" T h e  D e s i g n  o f
Everyday  Things"
remains  an  essential
t e x t  b e c a u s e  i t

a d d r e s s e s  a
fundamental  truth:
design  is  not  about
what the creator wants
to  show,  but  about
what the user needs to
u n d e r s t a n d .  B y
focusing  on  human
psychology,  Norman
provides  a  language
and  a  too lk i t  that
empower  designers  to
create  products  that
are  not  just  beautiful,
but  genuinely  usable.
In  a  world  overflowing
w i t h  c o m p l e x
technologies,  his  call
for  simplicity,  clarity,
and  empa thy  has
n e v e r  b e e n  m o r e
relevant.  Whether  you
are designing a toaster
or  a  digital  assistant,
the lessons of this book
wil l  help  you  bui ld
something that people
c a n  u s e  w i t h
confidence  and  joy.
Pick up a copy, read it,
and you will never look
a t  a  d o o r — o r  a
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smartphone—the same way again.


