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Every web app project starts fresh — but the same design decisions come up every single time. This document captures 38

standard design decisions across 8 categories that should be implemented in every production-quality web application,

regardless of tech stack or domain.

These are not design preferences. They are the baseline quality bar. Each decision has been battle-tested across real

applications and addresses a specific failure mode that occurs when it is skipped. Items marked with * are the most commonly

skipped in early-stage projects.

Full Reference Table

Category Why It Matters Implementation Note

UX Feedback

UX Feedback

UX Feedback

UX Feedback

Forms

Forms

Forms

Forms

Forms

Toast notifications *

Standard modals *

Copy-to-clipboard
feedback

Unsaved changes
warning

Password
show/hide *

Inline field
validation

Disabled submit
until valid

Button loading state

Input character
limits

Users need immediate, non-blocking confirmation that an
action succeeded, failed, or has a warning. Native alerts
block the Ul and cannot be styled.

Native browser confirm/alert() cannot be styled, blocked
by some browsers, and are inaccessible. Custom modals
allow branding, keyboard trapping, and animation.

When a user copies text (API key, code, ID), they have no
way to know if it worked. Silent clipboard writes leave
users clicking repeatedly.

Users fill forms, navigate away, and lose all input. A
high-frustration, easily prevented UX failure that causes
support tickets.

Users make typos in password fields and cannot detect
them. Causes failed logins and unnecessary resets,
especially on mobile.

Showing all errors only on submit is disorienting. Users
should get feedback at the field level as they complete
each one.

Submitting an invalid form then scrolling to find the
problem is poor UX. Preventing the submit keeps context
local to the field.

After clicking submit, users don't know if anything
happened. Double-submitting creates duplicate records,
orders, or charges.

Text fields without limits allow database overflow or layout
breaks. Users need to know constraints before they hit
them.
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4 variants: success, error, warning, info.
Auto-dismiss with manual close option.

Trap focus inside, Escape closes, overlay
click dismisses, aria-modal role set.

Button text/icon changes to 'Copied' for 2s
then resets automatically.

beforeunload event + dirty state flag on any
form change.

Eye icon toggle on all password inputs
including confirm fields.

Validate on blur, not on every keystroke.
Show error message below the input.

Derive button disabled state from form
validity, not a manual flag.

Replace button label with spinner on
submit, re-enable on response.

Show count below textarea: '142 / 250'.
Enforce the limit server-side too.
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Forms

Navigation

Navigation

Navigation

Navigation

States

States

States

States

States

States

Accessibility

Accessibility

Accessibility

Accessibility

Accessibility

Autofocus on modal
open

Breadcrumbs for
depth

Active nav state

Back-to-top on long
pages

Consistent icon set

Skeleton loaders

Empty states

Error states with
recovery

404 /500 error
pages
Disabled state

styling

Optimistic Ul
updates

Keyboard
navigation

Focus ring visibility

ARIA labels on icon
buttons

Colour contrast
ratio

Mobile touch
targets

When a modal opens for input (search, create, rename),
users have to manually click the first field. Autofocusing
removes friction.

Once a user is 2+ levels deep, they have no contextual
awareness of where they are or how to navigate up
without using browser back.

Without a visual indicator of the current route, users lose
their place, especially in multi-page dashboard apps.

Long pages (docs, logs, feeds) require excessive scrolling
to return to nav or filters. Especially painful on mobile.

Using multiple icon libraries creates visual inconsistency.
Icons have different weights, styles, and sizes across the
app.

Blank screens or spinners give users no sense of the
incoming layout, causing confusion about whether the
page is broken.

A blank table or list with no message looks like a bug.
Users need to know the absence of data is intentional and
what to do next.

A generic 'Something went wrong' with no action path is a
dead end. Users need to know what failed and how to
recover.

Browser default error pages break the app shell and give
no navigation back into the product.

Buttons and inputs that look interactive but do nothing
cause frustration. Disabled states must be visually distinct
from active ones.

Waiting for an API response before updating the Ul makes
apps feel slow. Most actions succeed so update
optimistically and rollback on error.

A significant portion of users (including power users)
navigate entirely by keyboard. Tab, Enter, Escape, and
arrow keys must be wired correctly.

Removing focus outlines (outline: none) is a common
cosmetic fix that breaks keyboard navigation entirely.

Icon-only buttons (close, edit, delete) have no accessible
name. Screen readers announce them as 'button’ with no
context.

Light grey text on white fails WCAG AA. This affects users
with low vision and in outdoor or bright lighting conditions.

Touch targets smaller than 44x44px cause mis-taps,
especially on small devices or for users with motor
impairments.
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Set autofocus on the primary input when
the modal mounts.

Show current path as clickable breadcrumb
trail, truncate on mobile.

Highlight active link in sidebar/nav with a
distinct color or font weight.

Appear after scrolling past ~400px, smooth
scroll on click.

Pick one library app-wide. Set a standard

size (16px or 20px).

Skeleton matches the rough shape of real
content: cards, lines, avatars.

Icon or illustration + descriptive message +
primary CTA button.

Show what failed, provide a Retry action
and optionally a support link.

Match app header/nav. 404: explain and
link home. 500: apologise and offer retry.
opacity: 0.5, cursor: not-allowed, hover

effects removed on disabled elements.

Toggle/delete/reorder instantly in Ul, revert
and show toast on API error.

Test every core flow without a mouse.
Confirm tab order is logical.

Use a custom focus ring (box-shadow)
instead of removing it.

aria-label="Delete item' on every button that
has no visible text.

Minimum 4.5:1 for body text, 3:1 for large
text. Verify with a contrast tool.

Ensure all interactive elements meet the
44px minimum, even if visually smaller.
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Data Display Responsive design A web app that breaks on mobile is unusable for a Mobile-first CSS. Test at 320px, 768px, and
* growing majority of users. Tablets are especially 1280px minimum breakpoints.
problematic when ignored.

Data Display Consistent Mixing DD/MM/YYYY, MM/DD, and 'Jan 5' in the same Pick one format app-wide. Use relative time
date/time format app causes misread dates, especially for international (2 hours ago) for recent events.
users.
Data Display Table column Users need to find data within a table. Without sorting, Visual sort indicator (chevron) on sortable
sorting they are forced to scan the entire table manually. columns. Define a clear default sort.
Data Display Pagination or Large data sets rendered in full destroy performance and Decide on one pattern per data type and
infinite scroll make content impossible to navigate. apply consistently. Never mix both.
Data Display Avatar/initials Broken image tags appear when a user has no profile Show a coloured initials circle when no
fallback photo. This is visually broken and trivial to fix. image URL is set.
Data Display Consistent number $1000000 is harder to read than $1,000,000. Currency, Use Intl.NumberFormat or a shared utility
formatting percentages, and large numbers need locale-aware function applied globally.
formatting.
Security UX Fixed CSS theme * Inconsistent colours, fonts, and spacing signal an CSS custom properties for all colours, radii,
unfinished product. Theme drift accumulates quickly as an  and spacing. No magic numbers.
app grows.
Security UX Session timeout Silently logging a user out mid-task means they lose work Modal warning 2 minutes before token
warning and don't understand why. A warning gives them a expiry with a 'Stay logged in' button.

chance to extend their session.
Security UX Confirmation for Delete, remove, revoke are irreversible. A single misclick Modal with explicit text: 'Delete project X?'
destructive actions on an unlabelled icon can cause data loss with no and a clearly labelled confirm button.

recovery path.

Security UX Sensitive data API keys, tokens, and account numbers should not be Show last 4 digits or asterisks with a reveal
masking fully visible where someone could be shoulder-surfed. toggle, same pattern as passwords.

Performance UX Search debouncing Firing an API call on every keystroke hammers the server 300-500ms debounce on any search or

and creates a race condition on results. filter input that calls an API.
Performance UX Image lazy loading Loading all images on page mount increases initial load loading='lazy' on all images not in the initial
time, especially on image-heavy lists or galleries. viewport.
Performance UX  Bulk actions on Requiring users to perform the same action 50 times (one  Checkbox-select rows; a bulk action bar
tables per row) is a usability failure. Bulk actions reduce appears with count + available actions.

repetitive work.
Performance UX Print / export styles Browser print on a React app dumps JS-rendered content ~ @media print stylesheet or PDF export on

in broken, unstyled form. Export is consistently forgotten any data-heavy view.
until launch day.

Usage
Use this as a project kickoff checklist. Review each row with your team and confirm the implementation approach before writing
the first line of application code.

For fractional CTO consulting, architecture reviews, and technical leadership services, visit devclarity.dev.
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