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: colin.bay@intel.com
First Name: Colin
Last Name: Bay
Phone Number: 503-613-8265
Company: Intel
Currently a UPA Member? (Yes/No) No
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):

Six to Eight Years
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.

Manager of Information Engineering, Communications Products Group, Intel Corp.

Manager of Center for Usability Engineering in Flex Services, Intel Corp.

Manager of User Experience Research in Flex Services, Intel Corp.

Research Strategist (same org as just above)

I have worked in the software industry and at a chipmaker that creates a lot of internal & external software, as well. I have consulted internally with groups creating consumer products, health products, IT applications, networking software & hardware, desktop PCs, notebooks, support websites, intranet sites, etc.
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?

My current position is consultant to groups all around the company -- finance, IT, sales & marketing, platform product development, etc. I recently swapped places with a member of my group, who is now manager (poor guy) of the 11 people in the group. We have a dedicated usability lab of 3 suites, as well as 2 portable labs setups. Our client list is in the hundreds, with projects that range from 1-week UI reviews to year-long placement of an HFE as part of the client's development team, with a lot of collaboration with the visual & interaction design team that is a sibling group within our larger organization. 

For PR & training, we get occasional articles published in the company intranet and have members of the team assigned to hold regular monthly meetings with decision-makers in various parts of the company to keep in touch (both ways) with what's going on. Our larger parent organization recently applied for a big internal quality award, and bragging about the usability research team's work had a prominent place in that material -- which was presented to the CEO and his staff in an interactive session. We don't do a lot of training of development teams in usability, limited largely by our funding model, but there are other usability teams at the company who do some of that training.

On the positioning and selling of usability in the company: User needs research has acquired higher importance of late with the company's shift to a platform orientation, rather than ""here's new technology, how shall we sell it?"" As a result, usability can hang on the coattails of ethnography and design research in a joint pitch. Support costs used to be the strongest selling point, but meeting the higher expectations of consumers is pulling ahead. Years ago in our networking organization, support costs were the camel's nose that got human factors into the company tent. Before that, no products had been sold directly to the public -- it was all components sold to OEMs.
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.  

My view of the business of usability has evolved considerably over the last 12 years of being directly involved in user-centered design work. I began with a self-righteous view of creating usable products: the value of doing things this way was evident on the face of it, and there was little need to defend it in any quantitative way because it was obviously the Right Thing To Do. Marketers, engineering managers, and others who didn't see it that way were hopelessly benighted, and worthy only of contempt.

Limited success with this philosophy drove the evolution of this view into a simple financial defense of usability as the most reliable way to drop our key metric, which was customer calls per product shipped. As a retail business -- unusual at that time in our company, and still the exception -- we found the cost of a support phone call easy to quantify and pretty easy to improve with usability work.

Yet that straightforward expense argument didn't spur any deep cultural changes in our development organization. Projects still came down to the usual decisions about fixing issues that some namby-pamby customer couldn't figure out vs. shipping a product where there was revenue waiting to be had. Surprise: revenue usually won out.

We started mixing in other metrics, each of which had their problems. Subjective scores on satisfaction ratings were more understandable by the marketers who made most of the priority decisions, but their variability in our small u-test sample sizes -- and the traditional tendency of end users to inflate their scores above the quality of their experience -- made this less than ideal. And we tried various product-specific metrics, such as x% of users completing task y within z minutes. But without a significant history for trending, it was hard to say the goal was free of arbitrariness, and again, the confidence intervals with small ""n"" made the ranges problematic.

We've been more successful when we play by the rules of the business. The metrics that are important to them might be design wins, testimonials, return rates, or even influence on an industry segment (which we've achieved with design guidelines promulgated through the PC Ease of Use Roundtable). Mark Hurst at Creative Good has made excellent arguments for tying our results directly to business results, not simply as a way of getting support, but because if we can't do it we have no business doing this work at all.

My current organization is a pay-per-view business, an internal agency whose customers, though they're all internal to the company, have to pay us with real budget as if we were an outside firm. We've been more effect in advocating for the user because with more demand than supply of the skills we offer, we can be ""the service group that says no"" and exert more leverage on our customers before agreeing to work on projects.

So things have changed a lot. We haven't optimized how to justify budgets, headcount, and doing the right thing, but I've seen a lot of ground and it's definitely gotten better.
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?

Most of the impact tracking we do is qualitative rather than numerical: Which decisions did we successfully push for? Which high-impact recommendations of ours were accepted? What evidence is there that we changed the thinking and development processes of our business partners? We assemble this evidence with each large-ish project, since we work on a project basis as a vendor.
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?  

Different projects have done different things. In one, we constructed a timeline website, like a diary of what we worked on and delivered each week, with occasional roll-ups of the high-level effects of our work. 

In another, a user experience quality dashboard rolled up baseline usability testing measures of the user experience, placed over against the product's goals. The simplicity of that dashboard made it an effective vehicle for telling high-level execs the current health of the user experience, and this one made it up the chain to be presented to the CEO.

The larger organization we're part of applied recently for a significant corporate award that focuses on operational excellent and impact to the company. Our role in the parent organization winning that award turned to out be a great vehicle for documenting and sharing the impact of our work over the last several years. 

Results and methodologies from our work on a recent large project was easy because there were lots of visible artifacts: UI specifications, video highlights, usability test reports, and defect databases. What's harder to document is influence on the thinking and approach of development teams. How do you measure the fact that a lead engineer had the classic religious conversion experience of suddenly realizing, while watching a usability study, that he was designing things that real people had to use?
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?

Lately I've been working on a big dataset from a large usability study of a platform-level product (not just an app or a hardware device, but a set of products and software in an ecosystem) to see whether it follows the Landauer-Nielsen model for % of knows defects discovered for each added user. Building up an internal collection of those usabilty efficiency graphs would help us to predict more cost-effective sizing of usability studies.
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.

"Mark Hurst, ""How to Become the VP of Customer Experience"" and ""The ROSE framework,"" http://www.goodexperience.com/blog/archives/000043.php and http://www.goodexperience.com/blog/archives/000019.php
Question 6: Critical Issues for the Workshop: 

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

From the description, they're already on the agenda. :)
Question 7: Issues To Avoid: 

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

I think people will call out the digressions without any shyness.
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 don't think it's possible to create standardized set of metrics for general use. I do think it's possible to create a set of good, practically vetted _candidates_ from which someone could select good choices and adapt them to a particular business and culture. One good way to create such a set of metrics is get a bunch of people together and workshop and force them to stay together all day hashing it out.
