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Let the usability show!

People often find new electronics and software unnecessarily difficult to use and sees this as a real problem. Users not only experience the operation of such products as being difficult, but also that functionality is designed in a way that prevents efficient use.

Usability methods have been developed that help prevent, reveal or solve such design problems. The academic research in this field has been going on for quite some time and from an academic-point-of-view there are a number of useful theories and approaches to ensuring usability. The issue is not a lack of theories or methods, or their quality. The issue is that they are not commonly used in product development. Design, function, quality and cost are all aspects whish receive significant attention and are worked with in a structured way throughout development. So, when usability is desired - why isn’t it the same for usability? 

I think that it is because usability is seldom apparent at the time of purchase and therefore hasn’t a real impact on the customers choice of product. Our perceived value of functions is often much higher in the store, where we are informed about the new functions, then the ‘real’ value when we use them. People naturally assume that if a product has a function then it must be possible to use it, and in any case, in the store it is difficult to get a picture of how the functions actually work in practice.

I’ll illustrate the problem with two cases; the first is about when I helped my sister to buy a new mobile phone and the second describes usable functionality that is difficult to determine in the store.

(1) My sister was totally fed up with the mobile phone she currently had, and wanted my help (as a usability expert) in buying her a new one. Together we went to the store to investigate the range of available phones. The shop assistant let us handle, touch and feel a lot of different phones.

Problems started when I asked to try the menus on the phones. I was told that the phones were not charged and had no SIM-card and therefore were impossible to try out. “They work exactly the same”, was the assistant’s only answer to questions regarding how they worked. So my sister specified functions and price she wanted and looked at the design. Both my sister and the shop assistant were getting tired of my questions, and according to the specification it was not much that differentiated the phones except size, weight and battery - there was no way to determine usability, so I gave up.

My sister just bought the phone that seemed okay and was of a reputable brand. She is now just as fed up with the new phone as she was with the old one, she hates the navigation and the small joystick (which also irritates me as it results in her accidentally sending me lots of empty SMSes!), and even the phonebook doesn’t work the way she wants it to.

(2) The second example is somewhat older and concerns a more specific detail/function.

On my last phone I could quickly ‘mute’ and get to different parts of the address book:

	· The user interface has a direct access “mute” (by holding down the key with a “C” on). 


· Direct access to the address book on A, D, G, J, M, P T and W (by holding the key with “3 (DEF)” down the address book opened on “D”)
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This is great functionality that I find really usable. When I bought a new phone, there was no way I could know that the added value of that functionality was not standard – since they are hidden on the first phone (it took a while to realize that holding down “C” would mute the phone!). Reaching the address book on “D” on my new phone now drives me nuts because of all click-actions that is needed.

Business as usual

Let’s look at business from a most basic financial point of view, where income minus costs equals profit. Employees and resource-consuming activities are costs, while it is sales that generate income. Costs are only motivated if they produce an income. Anything that makes customers choose the product and adds competitive strength is greatly valued. It’s easy to see that design, function, feeling of quality and the prices are very easy to determine in the store, while usability is almost impossible. So the reason for the lack of interest in usability might have to do with the fact that usability doesn’t affect the choice of product. From my own perspective; I think usability is a very important issue, but still found it very hard to go to a store and decide which product I had the best usability for my sister.

Customer value is a customer’s perceived preference for and evaluation of those product attributes, attribute performances, and consequences arising from use that facilitate (or block) achieving the customer’s goals and purposes in use situations (s. 142 Woodruff [
])
Communicate the usability advantages to the customer
In my master’s theses [
], concerning the IT-systems development process, I saw that usability work provides a lot of undiscovered advantages to the procurement process.  The greatest advantage proved to be that prototyping and usability work makes the communication between procurer and vendor a lot smoother.

Prototypes provide a concrete preview of the system to be ordered, which was really valued by the stakeholders. This was an advantage that interested them much more than “usability issues” (as they understood usability, anyway) – and also made the task/usage-flow visible for them. This in turn made them aware of usability issues when they still had time and power to change the design of the system [
].

Instead of arguing for usability it was much easier to argue for the need of precise understanding of what and how things should be built before they where built. That understanding generated the need for conducting usability work.

We’ve been thinking of you

Question: Can you name two words which, when frequently used by waiters and waitresses, increases tips by 12%? (Hint: it isn’t please or thank you).

Give up? The answer is, ‘for you.’ So, rather than saying to a customer, ‘Would you like some more coffee?’, the savvy waiter would say, ‘I brought more coffee over for you.’ The patron thinks, ‘Gosh, you did that for me, how thoughtful!’ and tips accordingly - on average 12% more.” (Mowatt [
])

Conducting usability work is to think of the customer and “We’ve been thinking of you” is a great selling point. I think that as soon as one supplier stands out by properly marketing their usability efforts, it will all change. I don’t argue that usability has to be quantified e.g. “the phonebook can be reached in just three clicks” but that it must be described along with the specification on the product sheet e.g. “For elderly people we have made it possible to enlarge the font, have large buttons, high contrast”.

Reduce insecurity

I don’t think people like insecurity and surprises – one of the main reasons for the success of companies like McDonalds. You get a picture of your different choices, and the taste is the same as always. 
If a company puts a lot of effort in making their product usable, it must learn how to communicate this the buyer. If someone can reduce the customer’s insecurity of how the functions actually work, that is a great selling point – and it will also bring usability on the map. For example, you can’t let the store have your mobile phone turned off and not provide a way for the buyer to actually interact with it. If that phone doesn’t sell, the development stakeholders will say “We have put a lot of money in making the last phone usable – and it didn’t sell!” and put the money into something else instead.

Companies must learn how to communicate usability advantages to the customer. Clever solutions need to be apparent at the time a purchase decision is made. Design priorities should be visible and reasoning behind eventual design/functionality trade-offs apparent. Then usability will appear as a factor for the customer’s choice, just as good looks and new functions – usability will be seen as one of the key issues in the development process.
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