
SELECT THE PROPER KINDS 
OF WINDOWS

Overview

• A window’s characteristics

• A window’s components

• A window’s presentation styles

• The types of windows available

• Organizing window system functions

• A window’s operations

• Web frames and pop-up windows



WINDOW CHARACTERISTICS

• A name or title, allowing it to be identified

• A size in height and width 

• A state, accessible or active, or not accessible

• Visibility—the portion that can be seen

• A location, relative to the display boundary

• Presentation, that is, its arrangement in relation to other 
windows

• Management capabilities

• Its highlight, that is, the part that is selected

• The function, task, or application to which it is dedicated



WINDOW CHARACTERISTICS

The Attraction of Windows

• Presentation of different levels of information

• Presentation of multiple kinds of information

• Sequential presentation of levels or kinds of information

• Access to different sources of information

• Combining multiple sources of information

• Performing More than one task

• Reminding

• Monitoring

• Multiple representations of the same task



WINDOW CHARACTERISTICS

Constraints in Window System Design

• Historical Considerations

• Hardware Limitations

• Human Limitations

• Other Limitations

• Where To?



COMPONENTS OF A WINDOW

• Frame

• Title Bar

• Title Bar Icon

• Window Sizing Buttons

• What’s This? Button

• Menu Bar

• Status Bar

• Scroll Bars

• Split Box

• Toolbar

• Command Area

• Size Grip

• Work Area



WINDOW PRESENTATION STYLES

• Use tiled windows for:
– Single-task activities

– Data that needs to be seen simultaneously

– Tasks requiring little window manipulation

– Novice or inexperienced users

• Use overlapping windows for:
– Switching between tasks

– Tasks necessitating a greater amount of window manipulation

– Expert or experienced users

– Unpredictable display contents

• Cascading windows



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Primary Window
• Proper Usage:

– Represent an independent function or application

– Present constantly used window components and controls

• Menu bar items that are:

– Used frequently

– Used by most, or all, primary or secondary windows

• Controls used by dependent windows

– Presenting information that is continually updated

– Providing context for dependent windows

– Do not:

• Divide an independent function into two or more primary windows

• Present unrelated functions in one primary window



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Secondary Windows

• Proper Usage:

– Performing subordinate, supplemental, or ancillary actions
that are:

• Extended or more complex in nature

• Related to objects in the primary window

– Presenting frequently or occasionally used window components

• Important Guidelines:

– Should typically not appear as an entry on the taskbar

– A secondary window should not be larger than 263 x 263
dialog units



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Modal Secondary Windows
• Use when interaction with any other window must not 

be permitted. Use for:
– Presenting information

• For example, messages (sometimes called a message box) 

– Receiving user input
• For example, data or information (sometimes called a prompt box) 

– Asking questions
• For example, data, information, or directions (sometimes called a

question box) 

– Use carefully because it constrains what the user can do

Modeless Secondary Windows
• Use when interaction with other windows:

– Must be permitted

– Must be repeated



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Cascading Secondary Windows

• Purpose:
– To provide advanced options at a lower level in a complex dialog

• Guidelines:
– Provide a command button leading to the next dialog box with a 

―To a Window‖ indicator

• An ellipsis (...) 

– Present the additional dialog box in cascaded form

– Provide no more than two cascades in a path

– Do not cover previous critical information
• Title Bar

• Relevant displayed information

– If independent, close the secondary window from which it was 
opened



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Unfolding Secondary Windows

• Purpose:

– To provide advanced options at the same level in a 
complex dialog

• Guidelines:

– Provide a command button with an expanding dialog 
symbol (>>) 

– Expand to right or downward



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Dialog Boxes
• Purpose:

– For presenting brief messages

– For requesting specific, transient actions

– For performing actions that:
• Take a short time to complete

• Are not frequently changed

• Guidelines:
– Command buttons to include:

• OK

• Cancel

• Others as necessary



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Property Sheets
• Purpose:

– Use for presenting the complete set of properties for an object

• Guidelines:
– Categorize and group within property pages

• Use tabbed property pages for grouping peer-related property sets

– Command buttons to include:
• OK
• Cancel
• Apply
• Reset
• Others as necessary

– For single property sheets:
• Place commands on the sheet

– For tabbed property pages:
• Place commands outside the tabbed pages



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Property Inspectors

• Purpose:

– Use for displaying only the most common or 
frequently accessed object properties

• Guideline:

– Make changes dynamically



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Message Boxes

• Purpose:
– Use for displaying a message about a particular situation or 

condition

• Guidelines:
– Command buttons to include:

• OK
• Cancel
• Help
• Yes and No
• Stop
• Buttons to correct the action that caused the message box to be displayed

– Enable the title bar close box only if the message includes a 
cancel button

– Designate the most frequent or least destructive option as the 
default command button



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Palette Windows

• Purpose:

– Use to present a set of controls

• Guidelines:

– Design as resizable

• Alternatively, design as fixed in size



TYPES OF WINDOWS

Pop-up Windows

• Use pop-up windows to display:

– Additional information when an abbreviated form is the main 
presentation

– Collect secondary information

– Textual labels for graphical controls

– Context-sensitive Help information

• Guidelines:

– Present at front of screen

– One-quarter to one-third window size

– OK, Cancel, and Save buttons

– Never display unsolicited pop-up



ORGANIZING WINDOW FUNCTIONS

Window Organization
• Organize windows to support user tasks
• Support the most common tasks in the most efficient 

sequence of steps
• Use primary windows to:

– Begin an interaction and provide a top-level context for 
dependent windows

– Perform a major interaction

• Use secondary windows to:
– Extend the interaction

– Obtain or display supplemental information related to the primary 
window

• Use dialog boxes for:
– Infrequently used or needed information
– ―Nice-to-know‖ information 



ORGANIZING WINDOW FUNCTIONS

• Poor functional organization is often a result of:

– Emphasis on technical ease of implementation rather 
than proper analysis of user tasks

– Focus on applications, features, functions, or data 
types instead of tasks

– Organization of the design team into applications, with 
little cross-team communication

– Blindly mimicking the manual world and carrying over 
manual inefficiencies to the computer system

• Number of Windows
– Minimize the number of windows needed to 

accomplish an objective



WINDOW OPERATIONS

Sizing Windows

• Provide large-enough windows to:
– Present all relevant and expected information for the task
– Avoid hiding important information
– Avoid crowding or visual confusion
– Minimize the need for scrolling

• But use less than the full size of the screen

• If a window is too large, determine:
– Is all the information needed?
– Is all the information related?

• Otherwise, make the window as small as possible
– Optimum window sizes:

• For text, about 12 lines
• For alphanumeric information, about 7 lines



WINDOW OPERATIONS

• Advantages of larger windows 
– Permit displaying of more information

– Facilitate learning: Data relationships and groupings are more 
obvious

– Less window manipulation requirements exist

– Breadth is preferred to depth (based on menu research) 

– More efficient data validation and data correction can be 
performed

• Disadvantages of larger windows 
– Longer pointer movements are required

– Windows are more crowded

– More visual scanning is required

– Other windows more easily obscure parts of the window

– Not as easy to hide inappropriate data 



WINDOW OPERATIONS

Window Placement

• Considerations:

– In placing a window on the display, consider:

• The use of the window

• The overall display dimensions

• The reason for the window’s appearance

• General:

– Position the window so it is entirely visible

– If the window is being restored, place the window where it last appeared

– If the window is new, and a location has not yet been established, place 
it:

• At the point of the viewer’s attention, usually the location of the pointer or 
cursor

• In a position convenient to navigate to

• So that it is not obscuring important or related underlying window information



WINDOW OPERATIONS

Window Placement (Continued) 
• For multiple windows, give each additional window its own unique 

and discernible location
– A cascading presentation is recommended

• In a multiple-monitor configuration, display the secondary window on 
the same monitor as its primary window

• If none of the above location considerations apply, then:
– Horizontally center a secondary window within its primary window just 

below the title bar, menu bar, and any docked toolbars

• If the user then moves the window, display it at this new location the 
next time the user opens the window

– Adjust it as necessary to the current display configuration

• Do not let the user move a window to a position where it cannot be 
easily repositioned



WINDOW OPERATIONS

Window Placement (Continued)

• Dialog boxes:

– If the dialog box relates to the entire system, center it on screen

– Keep key information on the underlying screen visible

– If one dialog box calls another, make the new one movable 
whenever possible



WEB SYSTEMS

Browser Components
• Back

• Forward

• Stop

• Refresh

• Home

• Search

• Favorites

• History



WEB SYSTEMS

Frames
• Description:

– Multiple Web screen panes that permit the displaying of multiple 
documents on a page

– These documents can be independently viewed, scrolled, and updated

– The documents are presented in a tiled format

• Proper usage:
– For content expected to change frequently

– To allow users to change partial screen content

– To permit users to compare pieces of information

• Guidelines:
– Use only a few frames (three or less) at a time

– Choose sizes based upon the type of information to be presented

– Never force viewers to resize frames to see information

– Never use more than one scrolling region on a page



WEB SYSTEMS

Pop-Up Windows

• Be extremely cautious in the use of pop-up 
windows


