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The Goal

To discuss our place in 

Drupal’s usability evolution and reputation
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Agentic Digital Media

• 8 people - 20 sites per year

• Strategy/Design/Build

• Social mission organizations

• Digital media

• Digital ecology

Agentic is the human web 

agency. We authentically engage 

real people online. 

We have core expert processes 

around web development and 

using online media for good. 
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Topics of discussion

• Usability defined - you might be surprised

• A process towards more usable sites

• Usable UI tips and tweaks
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“Usability is the ease of use 
and learnability of a human-
made object.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Usability
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Learnability

• “It doesn’t work like that blog cms I’m used to”

• “Hard” often means “uncomfortable with the 
learning curve”

• Big question: how do we increase usability/
learnability?

• Luckily, there is a plan . . . 
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Drupal UX
http://www.d7ux.org

1. Make the most frequent tasks easy and less 
frequent tasks achievable 

2. Design for the 80% 

3. Privilege the Content Creator 

4. Make the default settings smart
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Obvious D6 and D7
UX Improvements
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Obvious D6 and D7
UX Improvements

• D6 drag-n-drop

• D7 big wins:

• Better grouping of common tasks in admin theme, 
customizable toolbar, etc

• Overlays 

• caveat about accessibility
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From Drupal UX 
to Product UX

• Framework versus product

• If we know the use case, we can address the 20%

• Goals

• Streamline client workflow = happy client

• We’ve heard it said: A client’s job is NOT to run their website, but 
to run their business!

• Developers feel good about a highly usable product

• Drupal gets a good usability rep from happy client
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Challenges to 
delivering better UX

• Clients want more features, and expect that usability 
is included

• Since usability is project-specific, clients need to be 
socialized into the fact that their 20% use case takes 
time and budget to address

• Requires earlier (and more) client involvement, which 
means more management

• Challenges are similar to client buy-in required for 
agile, responsive design or hybrid billing
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• Core

• A small few

• Contrib UX

• Some of us
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Contrib UX

• The obvious: admin_menu

• Groups common tasks

• We can barely use a D6 site without it

• D7 toolbar

• And various “improved toolbar” modules
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Prioritizing UX

“I'm not sure I like how "Enabled" looks in the table header row. It pushes the text 
fields to the right and makes it look like the columns are misaligned. I also like 
having the ability to select all the rows at the same time. Letting the user know 
what the checkboxes are for is important though, and I'm no usability expert ...”

Rob Loach

String overrides usability thread: http://drupal.org/node/234334
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Beyond admin_menu/ toolbar

• Further to “Make the most frequent tasks easy,” 
make the most frequent tasks easy to find

• Group most frequent editorial tasks into a single 
menu or block & make it somewhat pretty

• “learnability” benefits from color queues in menus, etc

• Contextual links module in D7 core - like theme 
“block edit hovers” in D6 - http://drupal.org/documentation/
modules/contextual
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An example of pretty groupings
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Our clients understand blocks 

• We use blocks because most of our clients can 
easily learn to use them

• We don’t use context or panels because, as with 
views, we find that our clients find them too 
difficult to learn

• But those are wicked awesome modules
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Custom UX

• The Wild West of usability

• Do our best not to degrade UX for the 80%

• Leave a ton of documentation in our wake (both for 
users and for future developers)

• “Did you patch core according to that google doc that’s not 
referenced anywhere?“ - really, this just happened to us
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Where’s the Content?

• Train as early as possible on a “content alpha”

• Watch them use it and act as a guide

• There is no greater moment of illumination in a Drupal project 
than watching someone use it. (me)

• Record this session (readytalk) - really, it makes everyone 
pay attention

• Tweak it to the use case as much as possible

• Rinse, repeat, as many iterations as possible
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Don’t underestimate the basics 
of learnability
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Don’t underestimate the basics 
of learnability

• Help text
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Help, please!

• “Type something here” is not very helpful - be as 
specific as possible

• Include dimensions or ratios for images, stylistic 
examples for text, dates, etc

• “Upload a screen capture to be used on the training 
landing page. The image will be resized to 100px wide 
(height will scale accordingly).”

• Nobody will see help text at .6em
• “Upload a screen capture to be used on the training landing page. The image will be resized to 100px wide (height will scale accordingly).”
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Information Proximity
• Proximity of documentation becomes even more 

important for certain types of projects

• Staff turnover

• Student organizations

• Repeat training/documentation is rarely as intense when new features 
added

• Train the trainer gets watered down over time

• Developer turnover

• RTFM doesn’t work when there’s no M, or if nobody knows 
where in the F the M is

• We use blocks to place important information where it is most 
likely to be noticed (like the available updates page)
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Provide Examples

• Example node(s) for wysiwyg styles

• For complicated elements, provide copy/paste 
examples

• Examples better if they reflect client’s style guide

• Clone module in D6 & D7
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UI tweak examples

• Better content sorting in D6 - in D7 core!

• OG user management autocomplete with 
hook_form_alter - free in D7!

• Modal noderef in D6 - not in D7 yet

• Nebulous usability issues with wysiwyg editors, 
images, and file interfaces

Sunday, October 16, 2011



Better Content Management D7
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Better Content Management in 
D6/D7 with VBO

http://drupal.org/project/views_bulk_operations and its list of “complementary modules”
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D6 OG user management tweak

Before

After
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if ($form_id == 'og_add_users') {
    // Add our custom pre-submit function in front of the regular submit handler
    $form['og_names']['#type'] = 'textfield';
    $form['og_names']['#autocomplete_path'] = 'mymodule/user_autocomplete';
  }

hook_form_alter

  $items['mymodule/user_autocomplete'] = array(
    'title' => 'OG user autocomplete',
    'page callback' => 'mymodule_user_autocomplete_multiple',
    'access callback' => 'user_access',
    'access arguments' => array('access user profiles'),
    'type' => MENU_CALLBACK,
    'file' => ‘mymodule.pages.inc',
  );

hook_menu

D6 OG user management tweak
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// Borrowed from tags autocomplete
function mymodule_user_autocomplete_multiple($string = '') {
  // The user enters a comma-separated list of users. We only autocomplete the last user.
  $array = drupal_explode_tags($string);
  // Fetch last user
  $last_string = trim(array_pop($array));
  $matches = array();
  if ($last_string != '') {
    $result = db_query_range("SELECT name FROM {users} WHERE LOWER(name) 
LIKE LOWER('%s%%')", $last_string, 0, 10);
    $prefix = count($array) ? implode(', ', $array) .', ' : '';
    while ($user = db_fetch_object($result)) {
      $n = $user->name;
      $matches[$prefix . $n] = check_plain($user->name);
    }
  }
  drupal_json($matches);
}

mymodule.pages.inc

D6 OG user management tweak
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OG D7 - autocomplete and 
meta data
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Entity references in D6:
nodereference

You might notice a few extras here.
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Modal noderef requirements

• noderef cck

Sunday, October 16, 2011



Modal noderef requirements

• noderef cck

• modal_noderef http://drupal.org/project/
modal_noderef

• automodal

• modalframe (core in D7)

• edit links are custom, and will need to be integrated into 
D7 entity reference options
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// borrowed from automodal module
(function ($) {
  /**
   * Add modal behaviour to all links with the given class.
   */
  Drupal.behaviors.YLRModal = function () {
    var selector = '.ylr-modal'; 
    var settings = {
      autoResize: true,
      autoFit: true,
      width: 700,
      height: 500
    }
    // Add a click handler to each modal link.
    $(selector).click(function () {
      $this = $(this);
      settings.url = $this.attr('href') || '#';
      if (settings.url.indexOf('?') >= 0) {
        settings.url += '&'
      }
      else {
        settings.url += '?'
      }
      // Add the flag to the end to make sure that the modal is opened correctly.
      settings.url += 'automodal=true';
      Drupal.modalFrame.open(settings);
      return false;
    });
  }
  $("a.modalframe-processed").each(function() {
    alert('this');
    $(this).attr('target', '_self');
  });
})(jQuery);

$path = drupal_get_path('module', 'mymodule');
drupal_add_js($path . '/js/mymodule_modal.js');
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Entity relationships in D7

• References module - continues noderef tradition 
with no modal in D7

Sunday, October 16, 2011



Entity relationships in D7

• References module - continues noderef tradition 
with no modal in D7

• Relation module - wow, but some hot sauce will be 
required to make it usable/learnable
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Cheers!

darko@agentic.ca
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