In today’s world of instant gratification and lightning-fast interactions, an app that displays a loading spinner can
immediately trigger frustration, doubts about reliability, and the feeling that something is "broken." This is
especially true in browser-based software and cloud storage applications where users expect seamless and
smooth experiences across devices. But why exactly do loading spinners often give this impression? And how can

product teams improve the waiting time perception and feedback loops of their apps’ asynchronous operations?

First Impressions and Early Friction

When a user opens any app—be it a web app in a desktop browser or a mobile web experience— the first
moments shape their overall impression. In my 12 years as a UX writer and QA analyst, | have counted every

click, every page load, and every moment of hesitation users face before they perform meaningful work.

Loading spinners are often the first thing users encounter when an app fetches data or completes a task
asynchronously. Instead of feeling in control or confident, users see an ambiguous symbol that communicates

"waiting” without context. This creates early friction:

* Perceived slowness: A rotating spinner sends a clear message that the app is busy—but a mere "busy”

indicator feels like something is stuck or broken, especially if it lasts too long.
* Lack of feedback: The spinner doesn't explain what is loading or why the wait happens.

* Interrupts flow: Users want to navigate, update something, or get information quickly; waiting without

progress bars or estimated time can cause frustration.

Case Study: Cloud Storage and the Loading Spinner Problem

Cloud storage apps often load files, folders, sync statuses, or previews. If a user opens their browser-based cloud
storage and sees a persistent spinner instead of a loading shimmer or preview thumbnails, their instinct can be to
think the app is stuck. It feels like the app can't communicate what it's doing behind the scenes, breaking trust

early in the experience.

Navigation Clarity and Consistent Ul Patterns Matter

Loading spinners inherently disrupt how users navigate an app. From a UX perspective, clear navigation flow and

consistent Ul patterns reduce cognitive load and create predictability, which is reassuring.
Here are some common problems spinners cause regarding navigation:

1. Blocking actions without context: A spinner that blocks the entire screen can prevent users from exploring

other parts of the app, even if some features are already available or cacheable.

2. Inconsistent placement: Different loading spinners in different app areas create an inconsistent experience
that feels unpolished and more confusing.

3. Lack of hierarchy: Because spinners are usually generic, they don't prioritize what is most important or time-
sensitive in the UX. This clashes with common Ul guidelines about maintaining a clear hierarchy and guiding

users.

Consider replacing generic spinners with tailored Ul elements that fit into the app’s navigation flow and maintain
consistent style. For example, subtle skeleton screens that mimic content layout, or progress bars that fill the linear

path users expect.



My UX Quirk: Always Check Mobile Layout First

In all my testing, | test mobile layout before desktop because any friction amplified on small screens hits users
hardest. Spinners on mobile devices often feel exaggerated because phones usually have slower internet and less
processing power. Clunky or oversized spinners take over the limited screen space, blocking users from seeing

parts of the app they might want to interact with while waiting.

Browser-First and Cloud-Based Delivery: Async UX Challenges

Browser-based apps and cloud storage solutions leverage asynchronous operations extensively. Whether
fetching data from cloud servers, syncing files, or saving settings, apps rely on async UX patterns to deliver
responsive experiences. Loading spinners, ironically, miss the opportunity to improve waiting time perception and

create positive feedback loops.

What Makes Async UX Work Better Than a Spinner?

* Progress indicators with context: Show meaningful updates (e.g., “Syncing 3 of 12 files”) instead of a
spinning wheel.
* Partial content display: Render and interact with content progressively so users can start working

immediately while background processes finish.

® Optimistic Ul: Assume success and reflect changes instantly on the screen, rolling back only on error instead
of blocking Ul.

In a browser-first environment, this async approach improves speed perception and reduces interruptive feedback
cycles. For example, cloud storage apps that let users browse cached folders or recently opened files immediately

create a feeling of continuity even during sync waits.

Cross-Device Continuity: Keep Users in Control Regardless of Device

Cloud-based software and browser apps are often used across multiple devices—desktop, mobile, tablets.

Ensuring continuity of experience is crucial so that users don't have to learn or suffer new waiting patterns on

every device.




Loading spinners that behave differently on each device create inconsistency and erode trust. Instead, aim for:

¢ Adaptive loading Uls: Responsive layouts that show relevant loading feedback sized and timed appropriately

per device.

® Cached states: Allow users to see their last known state on any device with subtle updating in the

background.

* Notifications for async completion: Push lightweight feedback (like toast messages) instead of prolonged

blocking spinners so users can focus elsewhere while data syncs.

Summary: Spinners Signal Brokenness Because They Don’t
Communicate

At the heart of the problem, loading spinners feel broken because they:

Issue Why It Feels Broken UX Best Practice Ambiguous feedback No context about what is loading or progress Use
contextual progress indicators with messages Blocking interactions Stops users from doing anything else, causing
frustration Enable partial content display and optimistic Ul updates Inconsistent Ul patterns Feels unpolished and
confusing across screens and devices Maintain consistent, responsive loading states across platforms Excessive
wait times Users lose trust and think app is broken or slow Reduce wait times with caching, preloading, and async
UX

Final Thoughts

Loading spinners are a legacy solution that rely on telling users "please wait" without providing any meaningful
insight or improving their experience. In browser-based and cloud storage apps especially, where asynchronous
operations and multi-device use are routine, product teams must move beyond simple spinners to intuitive,
context-rich feedback models. Optimizing waiting time perception and feedback loops with smart async UX

patterns can transform early friction into confidence and make applications feel resilient, fast, and trustworthy.

As a UX writer and former QA analyst who hates slow-loading pages that feel broken—I always urge teams to

minimize ambiguous spinners, add clear progress context, and respect the user’s time and control. Because every



extra unwanted spinner click or page load content delivery network risks making your app feel less reliable, no

matter how powerful your cloud backend really is.


https://measurecentre.com/why-the-best-digital-platforms-feel-effortless-to-use/

