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Whistle-stop tour
What is AJAX?

Different areas of implications for usability
DIY widgets

Drag’n’drop
Sliders

Browser functionality
Restoring browser functionality

Back to the Future – application usability
Goals, tasks, standards, conventions – calendar example
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What is Ajax?

Ajax isn’t a technology. It’s also not new.

Ajax refers to the way developers bring together 
some existing technologies to create user interaction 
that differs from the traditional Web hypertext / link 
model

Strict definition is using XMLHttpRequest (XHR) to 
retrieve XML within a web page

Asynchronous JavaScript And XML
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Google Finance

• Pan by dragging

• Select time-span with sliders
• Main image doesn’t update in real time

• Updates ‘events’ flags and list in 
real time, depending on time-span 
and scale

• Highlights ‘spot’ prices for finer 
detail

• Y axis scale varies with range of 
values
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Traditional Web and AJAX architectures
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Ajax asynchronous communication

Server processing

Browser, user interface

Ajax Javascript engine

S
er

ve
r

C
lie

nt input display

Data transmission over Internet
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HTML vs AJAX

September 2006, Best Practices “Rich Internet Applications: Why And How”

can
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Awareness of Rich Internet Applications

September 2006, Best Practices “Rich Internet Applications: Why And How”
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Highly interactive AND easy to use

September 2006, Best Practices “Rich Internet Applications: Why And How”
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“Ajax is also a dangerous technology for web 
developers. Its power introduces a huge 

amount of UI problems as well as server side 
state problems and server load problems.”

Alex Bosworth

“Ajax is about usability…”
Andre Charland
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Usability impacts of AJAX components
1. User interface widgets

2. Browser functionality

3. Accessibility

4. Performance

5. Goals, tasks… culture



Neo Insight presentation - 14Copyright 2006 Neo Insight Inc. All rights reserved

With (AJAX) widgets, a user needs to…

Anticipate…
…what the widget will do

Appreciate…
… how to interact with it

Monitor…
…any changes during use (e.g. slider value updating)

Evaluate…
… what has changed after its use



Neo Insight presentation - 15Copyright 2006 Neo Insight Inc. All rights reserved

Usability checklist for Ajax widgets
Is it obvious which objects are "live" and which are not?

Is the purpose of Ajax widgets self-evident before use? 

Is it self-evident how to use an Ajax widget before use? 

Is feedback provided during use (e.g. legal drag and 
drop areas)? 

Can Ajax widget actions be "undone"? 

Do any Ajax widgets employ relevant conventions? 

Do Ajax widgets show as unavailable (e.g. greyed out) 
when appropriate? 

Does drag and drop functionality include auto-scroll? 
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Drag and drop with state information
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Drag and drop usability checklist
How do you know you can drag and drop something?

How do you know what can be dragged and dropped?

Do you know – in advance – where something can be dragged and 
dropped?
Can you tell as you drag an object whether 
you can drop an object here?

Is it easy to understand the meaning of 
dragging and dropping objects to a location?

Does dragging an object cause unexpected and problematic 
changes?

Does dropping an object cause unexpected and problematic 
changes?

Are there accessible ways of carrying out the same task?
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Designing details: “Interesting moments”

HTML

AJAX
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Interesting moments for drag and drop
Page load

Mouse hover over drag-able object

Mouse down on drag-able object

Drag initiated (mouse down, mouse moves >= 3 pixels)

Drag over valid target area(s)

Drag over invalid target area

Drag over original location

Drop accepted

Drop rejected

Drop on original location
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Specifying “drag and drop” details
Name of each 

state

Applicable CSS

Changes to 
state of active 

object

Changes to 
state of other 

objects
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Browser functionality checklist
Do the “Back” and “Forward” buttons work as 
expected, allowing end users to navigate through the 
history of steps?

Can users create bookmarks?

Can users send “deep links” to friends and 
colleagues by e-mail?

Does the “Refresh” button work – does it refresh the 
current state rather than re-initialize the application?

Can users search text using "find”?
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Restoring some browser functionality
Create history 

Save meaningful state 
Generate a corresponding URI 
Push the URI onto the browser stack 

Restore history 
Detect URI change 
Recreate the state from a URI

http://www.ajaxify.com/run/sum/uniqueURL/pollURL/
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AJAX “plus” Web 2.0
AJAX integrated with other “Web 2.0” ideas and 
technologies…

Patterns - One-page application

Merge of browse and search

Browsing becomes query-behind-the-scenes

Look-ahead – making the search space tractable

Overview, zoom-and-filter, show me the details 
(Schneidermantra)
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Search-and-browse
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AJAX calendar example
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http://www.bluenile.com/diamond_search.asp?track=dss&filter_id=1http://www.bluenile.com/diamond_search.asp?track=dss&filter_id=1
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Ajax open source and developer communities

Feedback and dialogue
Learning is quick
Issues raised and prioritized

Reuse
Raises awareness and reuse of solutions

Standards
By agreement and practice, rather than committee

Caveat – the wiki problems, systemic issues, 
cultural issues


