Position Paper Questions for “The Business of Usability:  Developing Metrics to Justify our Existence and Budgets”
This document shares the questions you will be asked to submit responses for as part of the submission for the workshop.  If you would like, you can submit this information directly to Rich Gunther, the workshop facilitator, at rich@ovostudios.com, or you can input it on the submission website, located at www.ovostudios.com/upa_2006/call_for_participation_step1.asp
Section 1: Basic Information
Email Address: susanwolfe@compuserve.com
Password:

Confirm Password:

First Name: Susan 
Last Name: Wolfe
Phone Number: +61 412 370 092
Company: Susan J. Wolfe & Associates
Currently a UPA Member? (Yes/No)  Yes
Section 2: Experience

Question 1: Length of Tenure: 

Please select the length of time you've held a management position on a user-centered design or usability team (can be combined across companies):

Nine years or more
Question 2: Sharing Information: 

Are you permitted, legally and contractually, to speak about the majority of your work experiences, including budget information, team composition, metrics used, and overall team performance? (Yes/No)

Yes
Question 3:  Work Experience

Please share with us the management titles you have held, and in what industries the companies you worked for operated in. If you are a consultant, please list the different types of products and industries you have done work on.

Length of time in usability / UCD industry:  ~24 years

Length of time in management:  ~16 years

Manager, Human Factors Department, Tandem Computers (~5 years)

Consultant Development Manager, The Hiser Group (~2.5 years)

General Manager, The Hiser Group (~4.5 years)

Managing Director, The Hiser Group (4 years)

(see details of organization below in description below)
Question 4: Current Role: 

Please tell us some specifics about your current role. How many team members do you currently have? Does your organization have a dedicated usability lab, either portable or fixed? How many clients (internal or external) does your group have? How to your accomplish organizational outreach, in terms of PR, Training, etc., for your team?

You may also want to discuss the following topics:

· How is usability current positioned within your company?

· How is usability currently "sold" in your company?

· What are the differences you have seen between organizations you have worked for, in relation to the two questions above?

Note:  I have recently left my position as Managing Director of a leading usability and user-centered design consultancy, and am currently serving as an independent consultant.  However, as I am preparing this submission, I am negotiating with another consulting firm about a role in a management capacity, and I am confident that I will be able to represent that organization as well in the workshop.  In the interim, the following describes the position and organization that I just left (after being with them for close to 11 years).

We have been in business since 1991, and were the ones who put usability and user-centered design ‘on the map’ in Australia.  Although numbers in the organization have gone up and down over the years (the highest was approximately 45 people, just before the dot com crash), the organization currently has 20 staff across two main locations (in two states).  All but five are UCD/usability practitioners.  It is important to note that all of these are permanent employees – somewhat rare in an era of contractor relationships being the norm. Therefore, we wear the costs of their employment in buoyant and flat business periods.  

The company, once private, was acquired five years ago by a large multinational organization.  This allowed us to inherit a ‘sister’ usability consultancy organization in the UK (of a similar size), with whom we occasionally share resources (both human and IP).

We have an enviable client list: historically our clients have been large corporates across all key industry sectors (e.g., banking and finance, telecommunications, resources, retail, etc.) and government organizations (at the federal and state levels).  Most of our work is repeat business and word of mouth, rather than any cold calling.  Close to 90% of our revenue comes from interface design and evaluation, with the remainder coming from training courses and from licensing our methodology.  Our engagements last from just a couple of days (e.g., for a quick expert review) to several months (for full interface design projects).

Our staff members are also some of the most highly experienced in this profession (in this part of the world).  This helps to differentiate our company from the competition, which often have much less experience.  Sadly, most of our staff’s training has been experiential and internal in nature – rather than having significant opportunities to attend conferences, etc. (a consequence being on the opposite side of the world from most of our colleagues).  However, we have developed opportunities for as much internal training as possible – through lots of sharing of ideas, mentoring and regular sessions to discuss and explore design challenges, technology, etc.  Furthermore, as part of our service offering, we develop and deliver training to our clients (both on an in-house and public basis) – and these courses are certainly part of the training of our staff.  My one regret is that I couldn’t have done more to provide general training and growth opportunities for the staff.  I was simply forced to be too focused on our revenue and margin and couldn’t justify the expense as our staff was doing ‘well enough’ without it.

The company has a dedicated fixed lab in one office and a portable lab in the other.  While it helps to be able to demonstrate (some of the) things that we do, it has never been a high priority, as we believe strongly in the need to go where the users are – rather than forcing them to our location.  Also, as usability testing per se is just one small part of our service offering, the investment in a formal fixed lab (or even particularly high end recording equipment to support our portable testing capabilities) has not been justified in the past.  (Note that I felt differently when I managed an in-house group – in that case, having a tangible artifact to demonstrate our services was important – even if, again, it was just one small part of what we did.)

Regarding how we position usability/UCD to our clients – it’s at the high end of the consulting spectrum – both in cost and in outcome.  We don’t sell ourselves as there to ‘do usability’, but instead to ensure that clients have successful outcomes (based on their own criteria of success).  The selling of our services ranges from formal proposals and tender responses (a gruesome task that has little bearing on really ‘selling’ usability!) to chatting with a client over a glass of wine about what we could do on that next project.  We have gone back and forth over the years about the value of having dedicated business development staff.  While that can help with the pipeline, I firmly believe that it is our practitioners themselves who really sell our services – by working well with our clients, meeting and exceeding their expectations (but not over-servicing the client!), spotting new opportunities on projects (after all, doing the analysis for a current project often identifies other projects within the organization) and identifying opportunities for up-selling work (when appropriate) on current projects.
Section 2: Perspectives

Question 1: Thesis Statement:  

Please write a 200-400 word thesis statement summarizing your perspectives on "The Business of Usability".  Include insights on metrics, impact tracking, methodologies, justifying budgets and headcount, etc.  This should include an overview of the metrics, tools, and methods you use to track the positive effects of your team's efforts to the business, the bottom line, and the corporate culture in which you work.  

There are obviously two sides of this – from the standpoint of justifying the cost of usability to the client (and the bottom-line impact to the organization for ‘getting it right’) and then the costs associated with running a consulting business (and the bottom line impact of that – which affects the nature of usability professionals’ roles in the organization, the number of staff available for various engagements, etc.).  My role has involved, for most of my career, worrying about both!

My perspective to the business of usability is very straightforward:  it’s not about constantly measuring the benefit of each and every tool used, or getting hard and fast numbers about the outcomes achieved, but it’s about having the project/client/organization better off by your involvement than if you otherwise were not involved.  I live by (and manage my teams by) three key principles that I’ve evolved over my 20+ years in this business:


1. We’re not there to write doctoral dissertations on our clients’ user interface design challenges, but we’re there to help them build a better product (application, etc.) – as a project manager taught me many years ago, the goal in business isn’t to build the perfect product, but it’s to build products that are ‘good enough’ (with the criteria to be defined).  

2. I’m fond of describing what we do as often about having to tell people that their ‘babies are ugly’ – and our challenge is to do that in the nicest possible way!  We must ALWAYS find some positives in what we tell people (which isn’t always easy). 

3. Related, since our charter doesn’t (typically) extend to actually building the products or applications, our key task is to be convincing in our recommendations.  This isn’t just about ‘being right’, but about convincing the business and technical stakeholders that it’s in their best interest to implement the recommendations.  Therefore, the best UCD practitioners are also wonderful diplomats and very practical in their approach.  They need to choose their battles wisely and the word ‘compromise’ must be in their vocabulary.

Question 2: Impact Tracking: 

How do you currently track the impact of your team's efforts?  How do you measure the success of usability within your company?  How do you measure a change in business culture?  What quantitative metrics do you use?  What qualitative ones?  How often do you take measurements of these metrics?

Impact tracking

Tracking team effort comes in a number of forms.  Firstly, as a consulting business, I consider repeat business by clients to be an important indicator of our impact (perceived or otherwise) – particularly in cases where we get more proportionally more work on subsequent engagements (e.g., in the previous job, they only spent $X on us, involving Y number of users, or Z design iterations) whereas on the next project they agreed that we could do more.

As far as more concrete measures of our impact, we collect as many metrics as possible (although sometimes difficult as external consultants).  To the extent possible, we do before and after benchmarks.  But more importantly, a part of our methodology is to ensure that our designs balance the needs of the business with that of the users – to do that, we need to understand the business goals and measurements of success.  If, for instance, we know going into the project that a key business goal is to reduce the number of calls to the helpdesk, we can use that as a metric.  The data that we collect become important barometers by of our success.  We (try to) stay in touch with our clients and collect feedback about how the design has fared over time.  Not only does this help us sell our services, but it helps our client teams to be heroes in their own organizations.  

Justifying budgets

I tend to take a very pragmatic perspective to justifying a budget for UCD.  While mathematically, we can calculate a particular ROI for UCD activities, I know from vast experience that if you spend all of your time arguing with the powers that be about what you could do, you’ll miss your opportunity to have any impact at all.  The best justification doesn’t come from hypothetical ‘what if’ scenarios (e.g., ‘what if we can improve users’ accuracy by X%’), but instead comes from demonstrating on other projects within the organization.  The first project is always the biggest challenge, but from that, there are (hopefully) many demonstrable benefits to applying some budget to UCD. 

Over the years, I have become quite good at trying to understand what kind of cost any one project can wear (e.g., if they only have $200K for the whole website revision, trying to sell them $150K on a full user-centered design approach isn’t justified (even if it’s what they need!).  Therefore, I really try to determine what a reasonable UCD budget is in the particular situation and work backwards from that, recommending the best outcomes for that budget (both in terms of specific activities and level of effort of each).  

Clearly, there are some cases where the I do have to suggest that the only practical thing for us to do is peek over their shoulder as they go because there isn’t enough money to do anything else justice.  Often, however, we work with clients to propose something within their budget, but then explain what the added benefits are of doing more (at a greater cost).  Sometimes, that’s enough ammunition to get more funding before we begin.  

Changing business culture

There are several ways that I have measured positive change in a business culture.   From the internal perspective, it’s about the number of groups that are suddenly asking for your services and how early in their project lifecycle that they think to solicit your involvement.  Another metric that I used to use was the number of internal resumes that I received asking if I would consider them for our Human Factors Department!  (That used to happen a lot at Tandem).  

The approach is actually quite similar from the perspective of running a consulting business and interacting with clients.  Clearly, the amount of repeat business (or lack thereof) is one factor.  However, it’s not necessarily about how much business WE get, but how much UCD starts happening within the organization (whether we are the ones to do it or they bring in multiple suppliers of UCD services).  By way of example, we developed a UCD training program for one of our key clients – and over the years have trained hundreds and hundreds of staff on UCD and related topics.  That signifies a huge change in the business culture.  It’s also a huge change that we have helped them develop their own skills in an internal UCD team (and we augment their services).  Where we would have once done all of these work for them, they are now much more self sufficient for the ‘mundane’ tasks, and bring us in for the more strategic projects.  It may be less revenue for us, but it’s certainly more interesting work (which is an ongoing challenge for attracting and retaining highly skilled staff).

As usability and UCD has matured, in my experience it’s rarely the case that organizations actively suddenly pull away from it consciously.  It’s more the case that they believe that they believe they have to take shortcuts (as time and $$ budgets shrink) and leverage off of the UCD already done in other areas.  Fortunately, after a mistake or two, the pendulum typically swings back in the other direction.
Question 3: Documenting Impact: 

How do you document and/or share your team's impact?  Are there UCD or Usability methodologies that are easier to document than others?  Harder to document?  

As described above, the best way to document the impact is to measure the outcomes against REAL business goals and objectives.  One project that we worked on, for instance, had a goal of realizing the ROI in 12 months of the release of their new intranet.  This was a combination of reduced support costs, reduced paper distribution, etc.  The organization was thrilled (as were we) to learn that, as a result of a vastly improved intranet, they achieved their return in three months!!  That warranted a case study from within the organization, and that stat has certainly served us well over the years!!  I can point to numerous other case studies over the years where the impact can be easily identified and publicized (e.g., reducing support calls, improving the number of qualified applications received online, reducing the time to process an application, etc.).

My view is that there aren’t particular UCD methods or methodologies that are easier or more difficult to document than others.  Obviously, some are easier to describe (e.g., a usability test) to someone less familiar with our world, because there are parallels in other parts of the software development lifecycle.  The best way to really get people to understand is to let them participate as observers in various activities (the ‘now I get it’ response from stakeholders watching a collaborative design session or a usability walkthrough is tremendous)!  

However, in conclusion, I do not believe that we should be spending much time documenting the impact of various methodologies.  After all, any particular methodology is simply a means to an end.   We need to focus on selling outcomes for our clients – not selling activities that we will undertake for them. Regrettably, we sometimes get sidetracked by selling what we are going to do, and how we are going to do it.  The only thing that they’re really interested in is what’s in it for them.  They don’t want the results of a usability test… they want a successful product.  We must never lose sight of that fact.   

Question 4: Current Work or Interest: 

Please share with us any current research efforts or interests that pertain to the topic of "The Business of Usability".  Are you constantly iterating on or researching ways to better track your team's business metrics?

My current passion is trying to figure out what the right set of deliverables really are in a UCD design job – where’s the fine line between designing rules and templates the project team can own and evolve versus spelling out the entire design (which isn’t practical since the functionality and content of the application – particularly and intranet or internet app – will continue to grow long after the UCD people are involved).   This is directly tied to how to assign and manage the UCD resources to produce the right results.
Question 5: Relevant Links or Materials: 

List relevant articles, web sites or other resources that you would like to make available to the other participants. We will add them to the collection of background materials for the workshop, when appropriate.

None at the time (although this may change in light of my new position)
Question 6: Critical Issues for the Workshop: 

Please share with us any critical issues that you would like to see discussed during the workshop.

In addition to exploring the topics that are raised by these questions, I would be very much in favor of discussing the development of a common vocabulary for various facets of our industry.  Not only do we often talk at cross purposes with our clients (the term ‘information architecture’ comes to mind as one common problem!), but different people have different interpretations within our own profession (just watch a client compare two proposals)… no wonder it often just comes down to price!! 

Question 7: Issues To Avoid: 

Please share with us any issues or topics you think should be avoided during the workshop.

None
Question 8: Perspective on Workshop Goals: 

Please share your thoughts on if you think it is possible to create a standardized set of metrics for measuring the impact of usability processes on business performance, to be used for industry benchmarking, increasing public awareness of the benefits of usability, and other uses. What do you think is the best way to go about creating such a set of metrics?
I absolutely believe that it’s possible to create a set of standardized metrics, provided that they are generic and that the specifics can be customized for the particular organization / project etc.  Perhaps the best way to do this is to collect a vast array of them that can be grouped into categories for particular purposes (e.g., different categories that can be used by businesses – e.g., improved customer support, improved reliability – each with a number of potential metrics).  This is where the collective wealth of our knowledge in our industry (and in this workshop) can come together to help build this repository.  These can be provided as an incentive to people in our industry (after all it’s a big help in selling the concept to potential internal and external clients).

Certainly, there continues to be an increasing awareness of the benefits of usability (and increasing publicity and press about it).  And most of our clients are organizations that are obsessed with ratings (we’re rated first in this, that or the next thing).  Throughout my career, I continue to be confronted with organizations that are looking for a usability ‘score’.  This seems like a perfect fit – and one that’s a lot more useful than the typical ratings that often come out of usability testing.  By my way of thinking, this is a much more useful exercise for all concerned.   

