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so what?
to get better software,

focus more on these idea structures

and it’s not just software
policy, organizational systems



a story of apps,
good and bad









February 11, 2013



adobe acrobat to the rescue?



adobe acrobat to the rescue?



adobe acrobat to the rescue?



adobe acrobat to the rescue?



adobe acrobat to the rescue?



need a friendlier interface?



need a friendlier interface?



or a helping hand?



or a helping hand?

Clippy
2003-2008

RIP



no: can be complicated & usable



no: can be complicated & usable



i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


i’m not alone

from http://amplicate.com

http://amplicate.com
http://amplicate.com


so what makes
things easy to use?



James Gibson (1977): “action possibilities” latent in environment



James Gibson (1977): “action possibilities” latent in environment

Donald Norman (1988): action possibilities that are perceivable



Donald Norman



Donald Norman



a door with good affordances



a door with good affordances

“affords pushing”



a door with good affordances

“affords pushing” “affords pulling”



unhappy doors



unhappy doors

push or pull?



unhappy doors

push or pull?
door with user manual



unhappy doors

push or pull?
door with user manual



unhappy doors

push or pull?
door with user manual
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complex things
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it’s getting harder...

Dieter Rams

Braun Clock Radio (1978)

photo by Koichi Okuwaki
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Why, a four-year-old child
could understand this!

Run out and get me a 
four-year-old child!
I can’t make head or 
tail out of it.
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an idiom: selection

slides in
Keynote

messages in Apple Mailphotos in Adobe Lightroom



Selection

Element

selected
elements

active
element

Document

elements

selection



an idiom: directory

mailboxes
in Apple Mail

files and folder in Unix/OS X

domain names in DNS
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contents



an idiom: tagging

twitter hashtags
photo keywords Gmail labels



Object
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has
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Search

for
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Smart
Collection
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defined
by



an idiom: upvoting

questions on Stack Overflow

posts on reddit

recommending comments
on NY Times



from

Upvote

byPost User

for



an idiom: presets

printer settings

exporting PDF

Amazon’s one-click settings
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settings
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Operation presets



an idiom: styles

color schemes
in Powerpoint

swatches
in Indesign

paragraph styles
in Word
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Element
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kind

rules
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Stylesheet styles



There is no problem
in computer science
that cannot be solved 
by introducing another 
level of indirection.
--David Wheeler

name

Element

Style Name

Rule

Property Value

kind

rules

property value

Stylesheet styles
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conceptual criteria

are the concepts rich enough?
are the concepts simple enough?
are the concepts consistent?
are idioms & conventions leveraged?
are suitable generalizations introduced?
are concepts decoupled?

✔ are the concepts rich enough?

✔ are the concepts simple enough?

✔ are the concepts consistent?

✔ are idioms & conventions leveraged?

✔ are suitable generalizations introduced?

✔ are concepts decoupled?

✘ are the concepts rich enough?

✘ are the concepts simple enough?

✘ are the concepts consistent?
are idioms & conventions leveraged?
are suitable generalizations introduced?
are concepts decoupled?
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example: macintosh trash

deleting from external drive (eg USB)
› can’t reuse space until trash emptied

retrieving accidentally deleted files
› no date of deletion

partial emptying
› not possible
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Drive

Trash

files

Machine

trashes

drives File

deleted
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File
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date

what we need
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Crop

Pixel

Photo

pixels

Aspect
Ratio

optional
ratio

selected
pixels

crops

Photoshop 6 and Lightroom
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example: Apple Mail conversations

number of 
messages in 
conversation

blue border 
means 
message is 
selected

grey 
background
means 
conversation 
is not selected

sent message 
not included 
in message 
count



Item

User

Mailbox

involves

Message Conversation
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items

contains



some questions
› does a mailbox contain all the messages its conversations involve? no.
› do move, delete, etc apply to conversations? yes.
› when you move a conversation to another mailbox, do all messages 

move with it? no.

Item

User

Mailbox

involves

Message Conversation

from,
to

with

items

contains



closing thoughts



it’s not just about usability

weak concepts strong concepts

hard to use intuitive, predictable

a mess to maintain decoupling & localization

unreliable & buggy more dependable
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tools
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and many other complex systems

it’s what you do
if you’re an analysis, consultant, programmer...

focusing on concept structure
low cost, potentially high gain



To design something really 
well, you have to get it. You 
have to really grok what it’s 
all about. It takes a 
passionate commitment to 
really thoroughly understand 
something, chew it up, not 
just quickly swallow it. Most 
people don’t take the time 
to do that.


