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Designing
More Effective
Log-In and
Sign-In Pages

DIFFERENCES IN THE WAYS THAT WEB SITES
REQUIRE VISITORS 10 LOG 1IN MAY BE SUBTLE,
BUT THEY CAN SOMETIMES MAKE A DIFFERENCE
IN EASE OF USE,

BY ABEAS MOALLEM

og-in and sign-in pages are impectant
components of most commercial Web sites,
Through log-in pages, users can enter data
for an application, perform daily tasks,
access content, place orders, or view their
accounts or the status of their orders, A
user might log in to several sites for a variety of reasons, For
example, ane might log in to a bank Web site to perform
transactions, 1o a brokera ge account o trade stocls, or to an
e-mail account to view or send e-mails. Consequently, one
might log in more than 10 times in a typical day.

The information that users enter on various log-in and
sign-in pages 1s almost identical: their usernames and pass
words, Occasionally (sometimes frequently), users forget
their usernames or passwords and must cither get help to
remember them or ask for their information to be reset.

Even though the components of log-in or sign-in pages
seem 1o be almost identical, there are important ineonsisten-
cies and differences among commercial and public Web sites,
making the user's task more complicated. These include the
vocabulary, the physical attributes of the objects, and the
configuration of the pages. Besides forgetting their different
usernames and passwords, users often must select a ditferent
username or password based on the security requirements

of each site {(Krause 2003; Sasse, Brostoff, &
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To improve and standardize the log-in page,
it is important to investigate current design and
user preferences in this domain, In this article, I
describe a study whose results [ hope will aid
designers in making more effective log-in and
sign-in pages.

About the Study

The objective of this study was to answer the
following questions:

* What are the similarities among various
Toa-in-and sign-in pages?

» What are the differences among various
log-in and sign-in pages?

* Whar do users think about these
differences and similarities?

Angwers Lo these questions were used o help

Figure 1. Components of a log-In or sign-in page.
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determine what the components of a log-in page
should be, what the physical attributes of the
objects should be, and what designers should aveid when
creating log-in and sign-in pages.

I conducted two types of investigations: a comparative
study of 30 log-in and sign-in pages, and a user study. In the
first, all components of 30 log-in pages — including the
vocabulary and the physical attributes of the ficlds and labels




(such as the case and the alignment of buttons) — from
random commercial Web sites were compared and reviewed.
In the second, | designed a questionnaire that included four
questions and distributed it to two groups (see below).

Comparing Site Practices and User
Preferences

Comparison study results. Al 30 log-in and sign-in pages
selected contained the following objects, as illustrated in
Figure 1z title page or section title (labeled #1), username ar
10 field (#2), password field (#3), button to activate the log-in
action (#4), forgotten password option (#5], forgotten user-
name option (#6), and help option (#7).

Even though all the pages that were reviewed had a page
or section title, the wording of the titles varied, as shown in
Table 1. Generally, two phirases were used with varying spelling
and capitalization: Sign In (also Sigrin, SIGN IN, and Sigr iV)
and Lag Ji (also Login, LOGIN, and Lag In). Variations of Log
Trmade up 63% of the pages, and 30% vsed different variations
af Sign T, Overall, Login was used on the most pages (33%).

Besides forgetting their different usernames
and passwords, users often must select a
different username or password based on
the security requirements of each site.

All the pages had a field in which users entered their
username or 1D, The field label varied among the different
pages. Besides the Web sites that used an e-mail address as
the username, there were cight different wording variations
for this field label (see Table 21, Qverall, 30% of the pages useed
variations of User Nerme (also User Name and Useriiame) as the
field label, and 20% used User 1, All other variations {such
as e-mail address log-in 1D, and so on} represented 40% of
the pages.

TABLE 1. LOG-IN PAGE TITLES

Page or SectionTitle  # of Sites % of Sites -

Log In 7 23
Log-in o] 33
LOG IN 2 7
Sign In 7 23
Sign in 2 7
SIGN 1IN & 0
Orthers 2 i
Tetal 30 00

Four diflerent labels were used for the password field in
the 30 pages studied: PASSWORID, Pessword, PIN (personal
identification number}, and Fasscode, Overall, Passward or
PASSWORD was used on 879 of the pages.

The labels for the buttons that activate the log-in action
were different ﬂr??qmg the 30 pages. From among the eight
labels represented, Log In was used on 43% of the pages and
Sign Iinwas used on 20% of the pages.

Almost all the pages offered a “forgot password™ option
in the form of a link, a button, or a question marlk (2} icon to
help users remember or reset their passwords. The wording
uf the option varied, but most used Forget pour password and
some used Forgoiter password ar Forgof iy password,

Many Web sites provided a link to help users find their
usernames or 10s and a help link for additional infarmation.
The help link was generally worded as Learn miore, Help, or 7.
The physical attributes of the fields and labels varied, and
the general style sheet of the Web site did not abways justify
these differences. In general, 47% of the pages displaved the
label above the field and 53% displayed the label to the left of
the lield, Plain text characters were used on 53% of the pages
and bold characters on 48%. The label included a colon on
43% of the pages; on 474 of the pages, no colon was included.

User study results, The first user group comprised 50
technical consultants (52% women, 48% menl in a computer
company; their primary working language was English. About
46t ranged in age from 31 te 45 years, 42% were under age
31, and 12% were over 45, The highest level of education in
cluded 52% with college degrees, 42% with graduate degrees,
and 6% with high school degrees.

The second group comprised 23 participants {17% women,
B3t men) from an international conterence; their primary
working language was not English. The age range included
39% between ages 31 and 45, 39% under age 31, and 22% over
15 years. The highest level of education included 13% with
college degrees, 74% with graduate degrees, and 13% having
completed some education,

TABLE 2. USERNAME FIELD LABELS

Field Labet | . #ofSites % of Sites

User D = 3 n

User Name ] 20
Username 3 o]
Log-in 1D 3 ]
Chnline 1D 3
Custamer 1D 2 7
Emiail Address & 0
Log in USER NAME 3
Others 2 7
Total 30 100
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The combined groups consisted of 41% women and
59% men aged 31-45 (44%), under 31 (41%), and over 43
[15%5). The highest level of cducation included 40% with
college degrees, 52% with graduate degrees, 1% with high
school degrees, and 7% with some other education.

The questionnaire presented four questions to gather the
participants’ preferences for log-in page objects. Following
are the questions and responses.

Question 1: When you first enter an application or
specific section of a Web page, what should the title be? In
the first group, 53% of the respondents chose login. OF the
other titles, 13%6 chose Log T, 6% chose LOG TN, 13% chose
Sign I, 6% chose SIGN (¥, and 9% chose other titles, Overall,
72% chose variations of Log I, and 20% chose variations of
Sign In

The physical attributes of the fields and
labels varied, and the general style sheet of
the Web site did not always justify these
differences.

In the second group, 48% of the respondents chose login,
22% chose Log fn, 9% chose LOG IN, 14% chose Sign fn, and
13% chose other titles. With both groups combined, 51% of
the respondents chose fogin, 16% chose Log in, 7% chose
LOG N, 129 chose S."gﬂ i, 4% chose SIGN N, and 10%
chose other, Overall, 74% chose variations of Log In, and
16% chose variations of Sign In,

Question 2: What should the label for a registration
name field be? In the first group, 50% of the respondents
chose User 113, 24% chose User Name, 4% chose Usernante,
18% chose Log-in {1, and 4% chose other. In the second
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group, 26% of the respondents chose User 1D, 30% chose
Lser Wowie, 4% chose Username, 18% chose Log-in 1D, and
4% chose other. With hoth groups combined, 42% of the
respondents chose User 10, 28% chose Tser Nime, 8% chose
Usernarie, 16% chose Lag-in I1, and 7% chose other, Overall,
43 chose variations of User [ and 34% chose variations
of User Nanie.

Question 3: What should the label for the secret code
field be? [n the first group, 8% of the respondents chose
Password, 6% chose PASSWORD, and 6% chose other. In the
second group, 83% of the respondents chose Passward, 13%,
chose PASSWORD, and 4% chose other. With both groups
combined, 86% of the respondents chose Password, 8%
chose PASSWORD, and 5% chose other, Dverall, 95% chose
Passward over other labels,

isestion 4: What should the label for this push button
bet In the first group, 300 of the respondents chose Subuidt,
14% chase Go, 14% chose Enter, 14% chose Log-in, 12%
chose Log frr, 12% chose Sign In, and 4% chose other. [n the
second group, 4% of the respondents chase Log T, 13% chose
Lag-in, 9% chose Sign I, 269 chose Go, 13% chose Submit,
220 chose Enter, and 13% chose other. With both groups
combined, 10% chose Log (. 14% chose Log-in, 11% chose
Siger I, 18% chose Go, 25% chose Subwnin, 16% chose Enter,
and 7% chose other.

User Preferences Indicate Areas of
Improvement

The results from the two user groups show the same
trends, so D will analyze the results of the combined groups.
Login appears te be an appropriate label for the log-in page
or section title. Among the ways of writing this title (Log In,
LOG IN, Log In, and Loginl, users seem to prefer Login as
one word {51%} versus Log T (22500
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Figure 2. Comparison of page/section title berween the compararive
stvely amid the user study, Black bars represent the wser study and
white bars reprresent the comparative study,
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Figure 3. Comparison of log in field label betweer the conparative
study and the wser study, Black bars represent the wser study and
white bars represent the comparative study.
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Figure 4. Compnrison of password field lnbel between the
comparative sticdy aid the wser study. Black ars represent the
wser sty and white bars represent the comiparative study.

It is first important to determine whether the page title
[or field or button label) should be a noun or a verb, because
the correct spelling is sometimes different for the noun and
verb forms of the same word. Log fn is the correct spelling
for the verb form (for example, in the phrase “log in (o the
system”). However, login (or log-in, depending on the dic-
tionary] is generally considered the carrect spelling for a noun,
Also, according to the American Heritage® Dictionary (20004,
the correct spelling is Log In, which is a phrasal verl. Log in
(or fog on) is used in computer science and is defined as to
“enter info a computer the information required 1o begin a
session,” The word login, according 1o WordNet® (Princeton
University, 2003 ), refers to an "ebject-oriented deductive lan-
guage and dalabase system integrating logic programming
and inheritance.” The word login, according to the same
source, “is also the Unix program which reads and verifies a
user's username and password and starts an interactive ses-
sion” [Ergonomics in Design follows Merriam-Webster's
Collegiate Dictianary, Eleventh Edition, in which the verh
form is log in and the noun form is fog-in.|

Drespite the fact that the correct spelling for Log b is two
words, users seem to preler the word Login as equivalent in
meaning. The phrase Sten [n scems ta be less attractive Lo
users because it is vsed in only 30% of the Web -
sites, and only 16% of the surveyed users chose it
as the best label, versus 74% who chose Log In (see
Figure 2).

The user study suggests that the label for the
username field should be User ID. Although only
20% of the reviewed Web sites used User 13, versus
0% that used User Namte, 42% of the users in the
user study preferred User I, Fram a conlent point
ol view, this makes sense hecause the username is
not necessarily the name of the individual user;
rather, it can be a number or a selected name (see
Figure 3, page 22].

UserID: [ 1 Forgot Your User
ID?
Password: Forgot Your
Password?
Togin
Help?
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Fignre 5. Comparison of pusht brettor label between the comparative
stucy and the wser study. Biack bars represent the user study and
white bars represent the comparative stuidy.

Bath the user study and the comparative stud est that
the label for the password field should be Passwerd and noi
PIN, or any other word, such as passcode (see Figure 4).

Tdid not investigate the physical properties of the labels for
the fields in the user survey, The comparative study, however,
shows that the majority of the Web sites used lefi alignment
and plain text fonts for the labels.

The user study suggests that the label for
the username field should be User 11,

Preferences for the label of the button that performs the
log-in action seem to vary among the Web sites and the
users we surveyed, However, Log-ia and Submit appear to be
preferred more than other variations (see Figure 5). Using
consistent text for the log-in page or section title and the
lahel of the button that performs the log-in action seems to
be a good design idea,

Figure 6, A fypical log-in page
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TABLE 3: OPTIMAL LOG-IN PAGE OBJECTS
AND LABELS BASED ON THIS STUDY

Page title Log-in
User | field Lser 1D
Password field Password
Button to lag in Lop-in

Forgot user |0 link Forgat Your User ID?

Forgot password link Forget Your Password?

Help link IHelz?

Using standard wording for the Forgot User 1D¢ or
Forgol Password? link seems to be an essential factor in a
leg-in page. Designers should avoid other wording, such as
Forgot my password? or Forgoiten. Users who are not familiar
with these phrases might interpret them differently and have
a harder time recognizing the purpose of the link,

Having a Help link by which the user can navigate to a
help section for the log-in page seems to be a useful option.
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Conclusion

This study suggests that a log-in page should contain the
clements shown in Table 3. A standard log-in page that
includes these elements helps nsers easily understand what
they need to do and what the objects represent. The stan-
dardization of log-in pages certainly affects users’ experiences
on a daily basis {see Figure ).
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