
Lists

There are different types of lists that are helpful for different cases:

Best Practice: How to Implement Lists

Before doing anything else, you must gather all of the options, arrange them into broader 

categories if necessary (e.g., for archive lists these would be days, weeks, months or years), 

and assign logical labels to these options.

1

Place the options in a logical order. For example, the list may be ordered according to the 

date files were last modified—as is the case with some file management applications—or 

they may simply be arranged alphabetically. Whichever method you adopt, ensure it is both 

instantly apparent and the best order for the job. For example, arranging emails alphabetically 

would not be ideal for users, as they typically need to distinguish new messages from ones 

they have already opened.

2

[Continued on next page]

A list inlay allows the user to view the contents of all items in a list, from one screen, by simply 

clicking on the item. 

Archive lists consolidate data sets into broad categories, listed by the day, week, month or year 

in which the information items were uploaded or edited. 

A scrolling list makes all options available on the page, window or panel, with items further 

down the list accessed by scrolling. 

•

•

•

The following steps will help you implement lists successfully:
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Make the means of scrolling clearly apparent but unobtrusive when using a scrolling list 

design pattern. Allow the user to use the keyboard to move through the options.

3

Provide the user with shortcuts to jump to frequently selected options, such as by typing in 

the first letter of the item or the automatic placing of these items at the top of the list after a 

number of uses.

4

Display or open the contents as close to the list as possible and without the need for any 

movement between different regions of the user interface, such as tabs, windows or distinct 

panels. With the implementation of a list inlay, the contents should be displayed directly 

below the selected item and the same gesture should allow the user to close the 

contents—returning the list back to its original state. Some designs allow the users to open 

items by clicking on the general region occupied by the option label, and they can then close 

each by clicking on the general region occupied by the contents. This has the benefit of 

reducing the level of precision required to open, close, and switch between items quickly.

5

When a selection has been made, ensure that the contents open automatically and are 

instantly visible so the user does not have to find them.
6

Provide informative feedback confirming the user's selection by changing the color of the 

chosen option.

7

In general, you must ensure the category labels appear ‘clickable’ so the user knows which 

elements can and cannot be interacted with. For example, using a dotted line underneath the titled 

categories or an east-facing arrow can give the impression of ‘interactability’. Additionally, it can be 

useful to change the color of category label text when the users have successfully made their 

selection. This has two major benefits: firstly, the user knows his/her click has hit the target; 

secondly, thanks to the change in the color of previously selected options, the user is aware of 

categories he/she has already checked when searching for an item, thereby saving time and effort.

Some items in a list are more important to a user than others. Reflecting these personal 

differences in a rigid user interface design is hard. Therefore, in websites and applications where 
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users would benefit from having certain dates more prominent, you should provide them with the 

ability to personalize the display. For example, allowing the users to place a star next to a specific 

category or establish their own dashboard, containing important dates, allows them to get the 

design working for them, rather than having to work around the design.
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Do you want to learn more?
Learn how to use this template to your best advantage in our online course UI Design Patterns for 

Successful Software. Sign up for it today and learn how you can create user interfaces that work 

just right if you haven’t already started the course. 
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User interface (UI) design patterns can be a designer’s best friend, allowing you to build excellent 

user experiences with structure and speed. When used in the wrong way, however, they can quickly 

lead to experiences that confuse your users... and no-one wants that! Our course UI Design 

Patterns for Successful Software will equip you with the knowledge required to master UI design 

patterns and secure them as one of the best attributes in your designer’s toolkit. You’ll be guided 

through best practices relating to content organization, navigation, data entry, and social 

integration—all with detailed templates that you can use in your daily work. You’ll also analyze and 

critique popular websites to see how the best of the best utilize UI design patterns to achieve great 

UX design. If you found this template useful, then this course is a treasure trove of resources and 

guidance that will continue to enhance your knowledge of UI design.
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How to advance your career 
with our online courses

With over 66,000 alumni, the Interaction Design Foundation is the biggest design school globally. 

Industry leaders such as IBM and Adobe train their teams with our courses, and universities such 

as MIT and the University of Cambridge include our courses in their curricula. Our online courses 

are taught by industry experts and cover the entire spectrum of UX design from beginner to 

advanced. We give you industry-recognized course certificates to advance your career. Since 2002, 

we’ve put together the world’s biggest and most authoritative library of open-source UX Design 

literature created by such noted authors as Don Norman and Clayton Christensen.

See all our courses ą

Get a Course Certificate. Advance your career.

Your answers are graded by 

experts, not machines. Get 
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Course Certificate to prove 
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Use your new skills in your 
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from our community.
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or miss a deadline.
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