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I served as the facilitator for one of the discussion topics at this year’s UPA Idea Market.  The topic was “How does the science of usability influence the practice of usability?  How might it?”
 
Description:  Usability is de facto interdisciplinary, the bastard step-child of experimental psychology, information science, engineering, computer science, organizational psychology, business management, technical writing, and various other disciplines you might include.  Is it simply a field of practice, or is there a science of usability driving general findings of user behavior that might inform future designs?
 
Here are the questions with which I began our discussion:
-
Is there a “science of usability”?
-
Where do you go for information to inform your designs?
-
Are individual artifacts necessarily so idiosyncratic that we are unlikely to inform their design via generalizable scientific findings?
-
Name one non-obvious finding from cognitive, perceptual, or organizational psychology that helps drive artifact design (or should).  (No, not “7 +/- 2” – I said “non-obvious.”)
-
What would you like to see from academic research, in the way of lines of research that might steer your work?
 
 
Participants offered a variety of “non-obvious” findings from the psychological (or other) literature that they felt have driven product design.  Included among these were (and please excuse the unparallel sentence structure):

· Fitts’ Law.
· The value of grouping menu items.
· The roll of expectations or metaphor in product design.
· Quantifiable ROI (return-on-investment) for user-centered design work.
· Fuzzy logic has helped model/measure human behavior.
· Central clearinghouse of good design ideas, and design patterns.  (Relatedly, one participant suggested that “Guidelines fall out of repeated usability testing.”)
· Color-blindness.

· Schemas, mental modeling.

· Eye tracking, e.g., the importance of a post-animation static picture.

· The influence of mental visual images on subsequent scene processing.

· A move towards psychophysical measures.

· What is “satisfaction”?  One company has undertaken much review of the literature before embarking on building a qualitative instrument to gather emotions.

· Others can be a better judge of ones emotions than the person him/herself.

· The value of testing paper prototypes (even when an online version is available).

· Visual scanning, coding information in multiple cues maximizes perception.

· Visual parsing, as an indicator of UI complexity.

The reader may agree with me that this list demonstrates a certain lack of unanimity about what constitutes “research” or “science”; some items in the above list are pretty applied.

One participant opined that development teams tend to ask “will this be true for everybody”?  Usability professionals can then reply “we can answer this, but we have to test more,” as usually we find ourselves engaged in “find-and-fix” studies with no view towards generalizability beyond the current product under investigation.
I believe there was a consensus that, even if there have been relatively few particular findings that science has brought to the usability table, methodological rigor and a problem-solving approach have been proffered by science and adopted by (some) usability engineers.

There was a sense of practice informing science, which then informs practice.  (An example offered was some pure research on potential differences in the quality of memory for unsighted people versus sighted people, driven by recent attention to HCI accessibility.)
We never did get into a discussion of how practitioners would LIKE science to address product designs, or be steered in a way in which to be more usable by practitioners.

The facilitator (at least) came away from this session with the following beliefs:

· There is hope for a science of usability, or at least more attention to the sciences of cognitive and perceptual psychology, and their influence on product designs.

· There HAVE been some non-obvious findings from “pure” research that drive (or could drive) product design.

· Methodological rigor is the most obvious contribution of science to practice.

· The value propositions for practitioners and researchers do NOT motivate a connection.  That is, researchers are ill-motivated to have any awareness of practice, as they conduct their research.  And practitioners are too busy, and too steeped in iterative design (thus disinclined to try to get “it” – a design -- as right as possible the first time out) to carry all the burden of the would-be transfer of knowledge from research to practice.

