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Meet Ben Shneiderman,
Opening Session Speaker at STC

Conference
By STC Press Office

ow would Leonardo da Vinci use a laptop? What
kinds of applications would he design? Ben
Shneiderman, who will address conference attendees

during the opening session, ponders these questions and
others in Leonardo's Laptop: Human Needs and the New
Computing Technologies (MIT Press, 2002). Praised in a
United Press International review of Leonardo's Laptop for
his “insightful views and forward thinking on the subject of
computers,” Shneiderman urges designers of computer
hardware and software to focus on human (as opposed to
product) capabilities. “The new computing must be
innovative,” Shneiderman writes, “and it must focus on
raising user satisfaction, broadening participation, and
supporting meaningful accomplishment.”

A professor of computer science at the University of
Maryland at College Park (UM), Shneiderman is also the
founding director of UM's Human-Computer Interaction
Laboratory, which conducts research on the theory and
design of interactive systems. He is a fellow of the American
Association for the Advancement of Science and of the
Association for Computing Machinery (ACM). In 2001, he
received the ACM CHI (Computer-Human Interaction)
Lifetime Achievement Award. He has written or edited a
dozen books and published more than 200 technical papers
and book chapters. His works include Designing the User
Interface: Strategies for Effective Human-Computer
Interaction (Addison Wesley Longman, 3rd ed., 1998).

Leonardo's Laptop has been one of the most talked-
about books of the past couple of years. Take this
opportunity to hear the author in person! You can meet Ben
Shneiderman at the opening session on Monday, May 10,
from 8 to 9:30 a.m. See the October 2003 issue of Usability
Interface to read a review of Leonardo's Laptop.

Top 10 Decisions That Reduce
Usability

Compiled by David Dick

id you ever wonder why some products are well
designed and easy to use and others are not? The
answer is simple—decision makers and budget

holders make decisions with little thought of how they
reduce usability.

Here then are the top ten decisions that reduce usability:

1. Usability being seen as something to be done at the end
of system design when the screens need to be designed.

2. Usability features are seen as nice-to-have rather than
essential and therefore not included in the design.

3. System analysts/designers providing user solutions
without consulting users.

4. Implementers basing their code on the prototype screen
shots in the user interface specification rather than
taking the time to actually read the detailed written
specs, and therefore assuming much of the behavior.

5. Implementers changing the user interface without
consulting usability specialists in order to bug fix
quicker.

6. Usability specialists being bypassed for some
development because it is assumed that it would take too
long to involve them and a quick solution is required.

7. Programmers and system developers implement
functions blindly to meet project deadlines

8. Technology and vendor platform drives the interaction
with no thought for customers

9. Additional functions are added without first enhancing
the simple critical tasks first

10. Interface problems are covered up by a user
manual/online help.

Special thanks to Franck Ferront, Michael Granat,
Howard Kiewe, Lyman Casey, Daniel Szuc, Sherri B,
Chauncey Wilson and Helen Johnstone for their suggestions
whose comments were considered for this list.
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Contribute to Usability Interface

Have You Read A Good Book?
Are you reading an interesting book about designing forms,
prototyping, designing web sites, or software design? If you
are, then Usability Interface would like to publish your book
review. Send your book review idea to David Dick at
david.dick@swift.com.

In Our Next Issue
Usability Interface is accepting original articles and case
studies, anecdotes and cartoons for the summer 2004 issue:
your comments and observations about the 51st STC
Conference. The deadline for submitting articles is 30 June.
Send your articles to david.dick@swift.com.

Visit Our Web Site
Information about upcoming conferences and seminars is
published on our Web site at www.stcsig.org/usability/
resources/conferences.html.

Get Involved!
Bring a Friend to a SIG Meeting
The next time you attend your chapter’s Usability SIG
meeting, consider bringing a guest. Introducing a
nonmember friend or co-worker is one way to encourage
membership growth. When your SIG grows, it can offer
more and better services, including seminars, workshops,
Web sites, and newsletters.

Telephone Seminars
Telephone seminars offer a low-cost way to learn new skills.
A variety of seminars about information design and usability
presented by renowned presenters are available at
www.stc.org/seminar for the calendar. Invite your friends to
a telephone seminar.

Famous Quotations

“Hand-held computers are best for calendars, phone
numbers, and to-do lists. Keep taking meeting notes in the
spiral notebook.”

Fear No Yellow Stickies by Richard A. Moran
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How Much Interaction is too Much?
By Clifford Anderson

was watching a vendor facilitate a test of his software in
my lab, when I distinctly overhead him say, “What is he
doing?” and “Hey, he can’t do that.”

That was probably my first misgiving, as I’ve always
been taught that you should avoid testing your own work.
Watching the facilitator, I was worried that he had stepped
over the line of too much interaction and was biasing the test.

I’ve been doing usability testing for almost 20 years.
Although I haven’t been exposed to that many other
facilitators, the ones I had seen facilitated very much like I
did, which also seemed to be very much ‘by the book.’  Here,
was someone with a very different approach.

To do a quick sanity check, I asked another usability
engineer on my team to come and observe.  He seemed to
confirm my fears: there was too much interaction by the
facilitator in the test. I raised my concerns to a usability e-
mail discussion list. What they had to say got me thinking.

“It Depends”
The main theme of my responses was “it depends.”  A
number of respondents pointed out that the degree of
interaction would depend greatly on the kind of test.  For
example, a quantitative test would be much less interactive
than a qualitative one.

As Jennifer Kremer, of Hewitt Associates, puts it “I
think the level of interaction can also depend on the type of
test.  If the test requires the user to be timed, I limit
interaction as much as possible.  If the test is just to see how
the user would complete the tasks (and no timing is
involved), then I may be more interactive.”

Jennifer points out another difference, depending on when
the testing is being done, or on the particular parameters of
that test:

Also, if it is a more informal design review or paper
prototyping testing session, the rigor you would have for a
formal usability test may not be appropriate (it just depends
on the expectations of you, your users, and the people
sponsoring/owning the work).

Being flexible is the key here.  As Whitney Quesenbery,
of WQUsability, points out “Perhaps we are talking about
adapting the moderation style to the participants, context, and
goals of the test (as, indeed, one might choose a specific
testing method to meet specific goals).”

Standard Interactions
At the same time, though, there are a number of calls for
interaction that are pretty standard.  Chauncey Wilson, of
BMC Software, pointed out two very practical
considerations:

If a prototype is buggy and there is limited
functionality, you may have to intervene to help people
around the rough edges. Intervene when someone has
gotten so far off track that you are wasting everyone’s time
and you are not learning anything.  Try to provide cues in a
progressive disclosure style to avoid blatant assistance (give
a small tip and then escalate).

Figuring out when the second issue actually happens is
more problematic.  I rely on quotes in my reports, and I find I
get some of my best ones when users are in such situations.
At the same time, making the user feel helpless or upset can
be very counter-productive.  This is a judgment call.

One form of interaction we all have experience with is
getting a user to talk.  Non-directive, open-ended questions
such as “What are you thinking?” “Is that what you
expected?” or “What just happened?” seem to work best
here.  More directive interjections like “Are you confused?”
or “Were you trying to copy the file?” run the risk of
interpreting behavior and, thus, possibly influencing it.  They
should be avoided.

A particularly good method to keep users talking
involves “active listening.”  This limits interaction more to
echoing what the user just said and lots of “uh-huhs.”  The
former is particularly useful if what the user said was
incomplete (“This isn’t what …”) or vague (“Wow!”).

Personally, I also do all I can at the beginning of the test
to address the unusual situation that users find themselves
in (and which, I believe, contributes to their being silent).  I
directly address the oddness of the environment, the
unfamiliarity of thinking out loud, and of my sitting there but
not participating. Telling users that the system, and not them,
is the “subject” of the test helps too.  Treating the user as
more of a partner in the study is even more beneficial.

A final necessary interaction is to elicit specific issues.
Though we design our tests to lead the user to these issues as
part of a real task, human behavior is unpredictable, and
users don’t always end up where we think they will.

Continued on page 4.
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How Much Interaction is too Much?
Continued from page 3.

Note, though, that this kind of interaction is much less
straightforward and much more prone to bias.

Quality, Not Quantity
Ash Donaldson points out that it’s not the amount of
interaction, but the kind of interaction that counts, “It's not so
much what level, but what types of interactions, will bias the
results.”

As Ash points out, this can get quite subtle “Without
discipline and the relevant background and training, opinions
are often transferred during interactions with the participant
in the form of leading questions (while probing) on the
obvious side, or changes in pitch, intonation and pace of the
voice, posture, head movements, hand movements, facial
expressions, eye movements, etc., on the not-so-obvious
side.”

Chauncey Wilson points out that this is especially a
problem when it comes to reinforcement he advises, “Watch
how you reinforce the participant's responses.  For example,
it might be necessary to provide some positive feedback, but
don't overdo it because it might backfire the first time the
person has trouble and you aren't providing feedback (I've
seen this happen and the participant will sometimes look at
the facilitator and say something like, “I guess that I'm not
doing too good now” when they are suddenly deprived of
that positive feedback.)”

One reader referenced an excellent article by Howard
Tamler (www.htamler.com/papers/intervene/).  Tamler
discusses a particularly subtle problem – “why” questions:

They are not only imprecise but also imply criticism.
For example, if I say to my shivering and crying child “Why
didn't you wear your jacket?” she knows she's being scolded
rather than being asked for information.  Likewise, “Why did
you select that file?” suggests that the user needs to justify
her action because it's incorrect, and does not specify what
the questioner is fishing for.  A better way to phrase the same
question is “When you selected that file, what were you
expecting to do with it?” or “How did you decide to select
that file rather than some other file?”

These more neutral and precise questions imply a
sincere request for particular information, rather than a
request for justification.  The difference is subtle but can
often be potent in terms of how the user responds. Other
problems include engaging in a dialog with the user (with all
the problems the consequent social dynamics introduce).
Donna Maurer suggests a way to deal with the user’s natural

tendency to do so, “If asked a direct question, try tossing it
back with a ‘what do you think?’ kind of question.”  Because
some users may be naturally curious about how the system
you are testing works (especially if they failed to complete a
task), I also always tell them to “hold that thought,” record
the question, then come back to it at the end of the test.

Another issue involves letting the user play designer.
Tamler cites Jared Spool as observing that, “users don't know
enough about the particular application, or design in general,
to come up with feasible suggestions, and their answers to
such questions are generally naive and unproductive.”  At the
same time, though, Tamler cites several instances where a
user has cut through the Gordian knot and proposed a
credible solution, something that I have also observed.  In
general, at our lab we allow users to “put on their designer
hats,” but without encouraging them to do so, and we shut
them off only if the hat seems to fit too well and they spend
too much time in design mode.

A final issue involves task completion.  A user’s sense
of whether they are done can be a very important finding.  If,
however, the facilitator jumps in and asks directly, “Are you
done?” we will never get that valuable information.

Think Ahead
Given what a challenge all this can be, how can the facilitator
avoid bias in these situations?  Simply “winging it” is
probably not the solution.  Chauncey Wilson suggests that
including a section in any proposal, test plan, or report that
details guidelines for intervention. For example, you could
include a note about how you would handle the situations
described above.

I take this one step further.  I am famous for my
extremely detailed test scripts.  These typically include the
scenario I will give the user and detailed steps for the correct
and any logical alternate paths (whether correct or incorrect).
The scripts also include possible interactions and
interventions for each step.  Though no test will ever go so
neatly as my test scripts, thinking ahead what you are going
to say in this manner can help ensure that each user will hear
the same open-ended, non-directive questions.

Even if you’re not open to this degree of fanatical
preparation, you can make a conscious effort to avoid bias,
even if only during the test.  As Ash Donaldson points out,
“By choosing words carefully, maintaining a consistent voice
and minimizing physical presence, I believe that much more,
less biased data can be drawn from participants.”

Continued on page 5.
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How Much Interaction is too Much?
Continued from page 4.

Improving Your Skills
None of this is easy.  Tamler cites his background as a
psychotherapist as particularly useful.  Though going back
for your PhD in clinical psychology may not be practical for
all of us, there are things we can all do better.

Simply recognizing that facilitation is a real, difficult,
hard-to-acquire skill may help.  This is particularly the case
for beginners, especially when one realizes that the skills
involved are not natural in any sense of the word.  As Donna
Maurer puts it, “One of the hardest things to do is to learn
when to keep quiet.”  It is natural to want to keep the
conversation going, to participate, to be helpful.  Much of the
mentoring I have done has focused on this basic skill.”

For more experienced facilitators, perhaps the best way
to improve is simply to get feedback.  As Chauncey Wilson
points out, “If you are a sole practitioner, take some old tapes
and have a colleague watch with you and discuss how you
intervened and whether it was too little, too much, biased,
etc.  If you work with a group, consider asking the observers
during pilot testing or regular sessions if there was anyplace
where the intervention didn't seem appropriate.”

As with a number of usability skills and as Donna very
aptly puts it, “The concepts are easy, the practice hard.”

Special thanks to Jennifer Kremer, Whitney Quesenbery,
Chauncey Wilson, Ash Donaldson, Donna Maurer for their
contributions to this article.

Clifford Anderson is a Senior Usability Engineer with
Wachovia Bank in Charlotte, North Carolina.  He is
responsible for usability testing and expert evaluations for
wachovia.com and for the bank's intranet.

SIG Bits

2003 Distinguished SIG Service Award
Congratulations to Alice Preston as the recipient of the 2003
Distinguished SIG Service Award in recognition for her
work with the New Jersey Usability SIG and contributions as
lead copyeditor of Usability Interface.

Usability SIG Business Luncheon at
STC Conference
When: Monday, May 10 at 12:30 p.m.

Where: Room 345 of the Baltimore
Convention Center

Agenda: Discuss how the SIG is
doing and your ideas for improving it.

Everybody is welcome!

Conferences: Usability
Professionals' Association

The 13th Annual Usability Professionals' Association
Conference (UPA 2004) will be held June 7-11, 2004 at The
Minneapolis Marriott City Center in Minneapolis,
Minnesota.

Registration is open on the UPA 2004 conference
website at www.upa2004.org/. The site now includes the
program, including Workshops, Tutorials, Invited Speakers
and the Presentation schedule.

The conference theme is Connecting Communities.
Communities are changing in ways unimagined a generation
ago. While technology undercuts and fragments traditional
communities in many ways, it also opens broad new
possibilities. UPA 2004 will explore the ways that
communities affect usability and users, as well as the ways
that technology affects communities.

Susan Fowler and Alice Preston will be leading a
workshop at UPA on Tuesday, June 8, 2004, titled:
Workshop 9: “Yeah, I hear you”: Why Aren't There More
Sounds and Graphics in Our Interfaces? This one day
workshop will collect information on the use of graphics and
sound in complex, data-intensive, and mission-critical
designs. The participants will share information about the
neuropsychology of visualization and auralization; when
multiple media are and are not useful; and the challenges of
adding multimedia to applications. The result will be
guidelines, a resource list, and a bibliography.

For more information, see www.upassoc.org/
conferences_and_events/upa_conference/2004/program/Wor
kshops/YeahIHearYou.html.
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