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For a user-friendly interface

Why is it so difficult to get something that is easy to use?

"1 HAVE you tried to

I sell your camera
an the Internet and
wonderad,  after
your fourth try
whether it's worth
it and gave up?
Have you tried to
book an airline

wandering for 25
minutes in vain looking for wi the
information is burled, just quit? Have
you tried to get your three favourite
songs to play on your cellpbane and af-
ter an hour spent an your cell, the oper-
ator's website and music sites, Just
thrown your hands up?
Welcome to Life in the 21st contury
where software is an intrinsic part of our
Tives and nothing is simple anymore.
Why does this happen? Because:
O Users come to a site with particular
and expectatians in mind. To pay a
, find the lowest fare, search for a
press article, buy a book eteetera, and
O Designers of the software often
donot have & clue what thase goals are.
Users do not find the Informasion
they want, get lost/confused and 1
off. I's a lass of revenue, goodwill
potential referrals. Yet, you hear the
term “easy to use” all the time. Since
it is recognised as an important com-
ponent for customer satisfaction and
business suecess, it is claimed virtually
by everyane.

Why, then, is “easy to use* 50 hard
o get? Surely, engineers do not delib-
erately ereate unusable designs. Why
are things so unfriendly? Because it
takes more than engineers to design a
success. [t takes a Soclology + Engi-
neering + Psychology + Graphic De-
sign perspectives, [n typical design
processes, software firms ignore all ex-
cupt the engineering perspective. And

The wser thinks, “Oh, | guess it's un-
der ‘Special Services”. No, | don’t see it
here, Okay, how about ‘Other'? No not
here either'.., what the heck does Re-
demption Qualifiers mean?, while the
developer thinks, “Redemption is under
Memberships, tsn'e it obvious?"”

Design must take into Sccount peo-
ple as they are, Dot as computers would
like them to be. 1f software must get

maybe some of the Graphic Designper-  user-friendly, developers must start
:l:“ﬂ':m They also assume that ease-  talking to nodo&ozl;tsi psychalogists
~use will sutomai- and linguists. Psy-
cally happen. Today, most firms pay lip chology principles
~ They forget that  service to usability by like atention, mem-
it takes plaoning.  anguring a pretty screen O Pecception and
This involves an in- 50 an all have a major
depth understanding forthe bossestomarvel  (oie 1o play, For ex
af 'ble unslnendg: at. But a pretty screen is ;:'ple.wemm.:h.
mental map ai guara no mare than
user's, It is the inter- ot mr::f&' abaut seven ftems on
sexion space of the user experience a list. And we must
wo  goal-secking — not expect users to
sets that offers the platform for sucoess.  remember a small chursk of
But typically, software is created only  longer than 20 seconds after viewing.
from a technology perspective, with the  These are the limits of human shart-

user left out. This is what leads to *usage
shock”, the result of the disconpect be-
tween the human mind and the com-
puter mind. The human mind expects
cae thing, alri the computer provides

3

‘The goals are different, The engi-
neer's goal is 1o make the product wark
and hence ease of development drives
the effort, The user's goal is o have
needs sstisfied, An engineer may claim
to be & “user” himself, but being an ex-
pert, is only deluding himself.

LR MRMOTY,

, ease-of-use can be
“managed"”, It can be planned, pre-
dicted, designed and measured. For
this, the method of analysis and design
must levolve actual end users and their
actual expectatons (not just stated
anes), This & a new field called Usability
Engineering. It involves first under-
standing user behaviour with the prod-
uct in use (say, at a bank, supermarket
cash counter or hospital reception).
Then, it tests the software in a usability

lab, before the final encoding (s done.

That contains costs by reducng re-
work, development time, training
time, support costs and others. 1t max-
imises usage, productivity, brand ap-
peal and profitability. Some businesses
are put off by the fuzzy-wizzy sound
af all this, But mapping the user’s men-
1al mode] is not same eclectic art. Hu-
mans expect a system to behave in 4
certain way, based on thelr own inter-
nal thought processes, and if the prod-
wet's design marches this, it is casy to
use. So, what happens in the mind
needs 10 be understood.

Today, most firms pay lip service to
usability by ensusing a pretry screen for
the bosses 1o marvel at. But a pretty
screen is no guarantee of the user expe-
rlence, This depends on the basic de-
sign structure, the “brain” behind the
screen, which is probibitively expensive
to rewark, It is much better to have had
the end user in mind at the very onset of
the enterprise.

Onee we recognise the fact that de-
signing from both sides of the screen
msakes business sense, we can refine our
methods to include both technology
and the user. Usability Engineering has
proven iself with many success staries
already. As developers and designers af
products, we must not unleash convo-
Tuted designs anto hapless victims. Exsy
does not have to be that difficult!

The author is a consuitant with User
In Design and Persistenit Systems.
These are her personal views



