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Introduction 





This is the final lesson in the Introduction to HTML4 lesson series.  This final lesson is primarily concerned with conceptual design issues and techniques.  

It must be remembered that a primary aim of a web site is to communicate with users.  Many web sites (and other interface) designs fail because the designer fails to identify all significant sub-groups of users, and therefore fails to produce a design that meets the specific requirements of each sub-group.  Imagine if you are a Japanese tourist in Melbourne, and the tourist web site has information available in the English language only.  Or, what if you spend nearly a whole day driving to a rural tourist town, and the local tourist information web site does not contain accommodation information.  What if you are a keen sports woman, and the sports store web site only displays details of clothing and sports shoes only for men.  Perhaps the worst scenario: what if you are handicapped in some way, and the web site is very difficult or impossible for you to use.  

As you can see, it is important for you to put a great deal of effort into defining your user sub-groups.  To be realistic though, it would not be practical to fully define each and every minor sub-group in detail.  But, you do need to identify the major sub-groups, and define them in sufficient detail so that you can formulate your web designs to properly cater for their most important needs.  This task is probably harder that it might appear at first glance.  If you are not intimately acquainted with your client’s business, or have access to accurate market research, you may overlook some significant sub-groups.  Therefore, make a habit of consulting your clients right through the design and implementation process.  Seek out available market research, and if none exits, consider formulating and conducting your own survey.  

Topics Covered in Previous Lesson

· Frames

· Style Sheets

· Forms

Topics to be Covered in This Lesson

· User Interface Design Concepts (Artefacts and Metaphors)

Lesson Objectives




· Become familiar with some common design principles.

Web Design

User Interface Design Concepts

Artefacts and Metaphors

There are almost as many approaches to conceptual interface design as there are designers.  Many tools, methods and procedures have been developed within the disciplines of ergonomics, computer science, psychology, sociology, software engineering, management science, industrial design, graphic design, fine art, anthropology, cognitive science (and many more) that contribute to the design process.   One commonly used approach to design that may provide you with at least a starting point is known as “artefacts and metaphors.”

In order to properly explain the application of “artefacts and metaphors” we will start with a few basic definitions:

· Artefact – basically is a man-made object.  A telephone is an artefact, so is a computer.  A piece of pottery found in an ancient Egyptian dig site is an archaeological artefact.  A six-gun from the “wild west” in America is an historic artefact, and a boomerang can be interpreted as a cultural artefact.  Artefacts can be sub-grouped in other ways – such as those relating to specific occupations for professions.  Many artefacts are in common use, and their purpose and mode of operation are well known to large numbers of people.  

· Natural objects – the converse of artefacts, i.e. those items that are not man-made; those that occur “naturally.”  Included in this category is all manner of organisms: plants, animals and even humans.  It also includes inanimate objects such a natural geological features and formations, i.e. everything else that is not classified as a living organism.  

· Metaphor – within the context of conceptual interface design, is the use of an artefact(s), and/ or a natural object(s), within a graphical user interface.  The aim is to impart some fundamental familiarity in relation to the appearance and operation of the interface.  Provided that metaphors are not overused, they may increase user “friendliness” and help to reduce the time and effort needed to learn to use the interface effectively and efficiently.

What’s the Relationship Between Artefacts, Natural Objects and Metaphors?

Essentially, it is the appearance and function of artefacts, and the form and/ or behaviour of natural objects that are represented as metaphors in a user interface.  These metaphors should readily identify each artefact or natural object, and closely mimic their function, operation, form or behaviour.  For example, you may wish to design an interface for a telephone dialler that will dial out through a modem connected to a personal computer, one approach would be to design a representation of a mobile telephone as a metaphor in the personal computer interface.  Users would click on the keys, and see the number on the screen of the mobile telephone.  They would also use the “send” and “end” buttons to initiate dialling and hang-up the call.  You may also wish to represent “memory” keys or functions, so that users could store and retrieve frequently dialled numbers.  The objective here is to minimise the amount of user instruction or training needed to effectively use the dialler.  Provided that users are familiar with the operation of a mobile telephone (the artefact), they should be able to use the dialler interface with little or no help.

An Example of Artefacts and Metaphors

Imagine that you have been contracted to design and implement a limited working prototype graphical user interface for a business computer application to be used by ladies hairdressing salons.  The interface is to be operated by the owners of these salons and/or their staff – that is, the users are ladies’ hairdressers.  The business computer application will (1) record appointments, and (2) account for money paid for hairdressing services or the purchase of hair-care products.  

The starting point is to identify a range of artefacts that could be used in this specific instance.  You may recognise that there are two major groups of artefacts that are applicable:

1. Artefacts relating to the hairdressing profession

2. Artefacts relating to small business operation

Hairdressing Profession

· Scissors

· Comb

· Brush

· Hair Rollers

· Hair Dryer

· Can of Hair Spray…

Small Business Operation

· Telephone

· Appointment Book

· Cash Register

· Bank Deposit and Cheque Books

· Calculators

· Pens, Pencils, Drawing Pins, Paper Clips etc., etc…

During systems analysis you visited twenty-two salons.  Most of them used an appointment book in which the owner and other staff members recorded appointment details.  All salons had some form of cash register, the basic functions being to record the amount charged for each completed appointment, the value hair care products sold, the amount of money offered and change required.

After an evaluation of the alternatives, you choose to use an appointment book as a metaphor in the interface for recording appointments.  A “life-like” representation of a “day to an opening” book is used.  The thumb tabs on the left hand side of the book are for selecting each month in the current year.  There is to be a “change view” option button to change to a “month to an opening” view so the user can quickly select another day in the current month, and select the same button again to return a “day to an opening” view.  Appointment details: name of customer, contact telephone number, commencement time and duration of appointment, treatments requested – can be recorded through keyboard entry or selected from drop-down list boxes.  You choose a cash register as a metaphor for recording sales details, and you use a calculator interface as another metaphor within the cash register metaphor.  The keyboard numeric keypad (which is itself a metaphor for a calculator keypad) is used to enter monetary amounts, or the user can use the mouse to click the keys on the interface “metaphor” calculator keypad.  The display window on the “metaphor” calculator will echo the amounts entered, and display amount of change to be given to the customer.  The cash register metaphor will also incorporate a number of option buttons that can be selected by mouse click or computer keyboard keystroke, to indicate the type service rendered to clients, or the type of hair-care product sold.

Although the artefacts selected for inclusion in these interfaces are not specific to the hairdressing profession, they are still familiar to the majority of salon owners and staff.  Very little training will be needed, and users will quickly develop operational proficiency.  However, some of you may be wondering if there is any real benefit in replicating what already exists within a computer interface.  In this instance, if this is all we do, the answer may be that we are not giving users any additional benefit at all.  But, viewed from a broader perspective, what we are aiming to do is help introduce users to an integrated computer-supported business application that will provide functions and benefits well beyond what the original artefacts were able to deliver.  
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