
Two-Panel Selectors

Two-panel selectors are commonplace in web and application design as they enable users to view 

the contents of individual files, emails, and other content-carrying items in one panel and quickly 

switch between them in another. To implement them successfully, take the following steps: 

Best Practice: How to Implement Two-Panel 
Selectors

Users in Western countries tend to look from left to right and top to bottom (per the viewing 

direction followed during reading). Therefore, you should place the list—being the user's first 

port of call—either above or to the left of the panel in which the selected item contents are 

displayed. This provides a logical visual framework from which the user can switch from the 

broad list to specific contents in the anticipated fashion.
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To make the interactive and viewing experience as cohesive as possible, place the contents 

of an item immediately in the second panel, following interaction with the corresponding 

item in the first panel list. Even brief delays can negatively affect user experience, so you 

should make every effort to ensure the content appears as quickly as possible. If a list of 

options is very long, allow users to scroll using the directional keys on their keyboard; this 

will promote keyboard-only usability.
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The selected option in the first panel must also be distinguished from the rest so as to 

provide users with a means of instantly determining which item contents they are currently 

viewing. You can achieve this by using a different color background for the selected option 

or using a clear, unmissable marker, such as a black dot or some other eye-catching shape. 

Humans are amazingly adept at spotting differences; as long as the selected item is distinct 

from the unselected ones in some way and the chosen method does not occlude or sacrifice 

the clarity of the list item, it will likely achieve the desired effect.
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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 

an industry-recognized 

Course Certificate to prove 

your skills.

Use your new skills in your 

existing job or to get a new 

job in UX design. Get help 

from our community.

Take online courses by 
industry experts.

Lessons are self-paced so 

you'll never be late for class 

or miss a deadline.
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