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From the Editor

Matt Lacey, author of Usability Matters, discusses usability for consumers and
business or in-house users. Host Gavin Henry spoke with Lacey about the six com-
ponents of great app experiences, things every app should do, native apps, pass-
word managers, accessibility, feedback, telemetry, locations, nonmobile devices,
examples of good and bad apps, testing, connectivity, user involvement during
development, and usability and software engineering. We provide summary ex-
cerpts below; to hear the full interview, visit http://www.se-radio.net or access our

archives via RSS at http://feeds.feedburner.com/se-radio.—Robert Blumen

Gavin Henry: What is usability?

Matt Lacey: It means software is sim-
ple and does everything the person us-
ing it needs it to do without trouble.

Why is usability important?

For a consumer app, customers have
alternatives. For a business app used
internally, the experience of using it
affects productivity and how people
feel about their work. More atten-
tion is usually paid to consumer-
facing apps than to internal apps.
But internal software affects pro-
ductivity, morale, and the ability to
work remotely.
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Is usability the same as an experience?

An experience is what it is like to
use the app. That’s usability—how
does the person using it feel, and
how productive are they? Can they
do what they want and achieve their
goals? An app can be perfectly func-
tional but horrible to use. Function-
ality is not the same as usability.

What are the six components of
great app experiences covered in
your book?

Context, input, output, responsive-
ness, connectivity, and resources.
These are things beyond code that
are important and easy to overlook.

Context is understanding where
the app is used in addition to how
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it actually works: who uses it, what
they want to do with it, how they use
it, what devices they use it on, where
they are located, what languages
they speak, and so on.

Input is how data get into the mo-
bile app, both from the person using
it and from other sources. Informa-
tion from sensors on a device or from
a remote source is input in addition to
what gets typed in through the key-
board, and you need to think about it.

Output is what I put on the
screen and more, such as sound and
sending emails. And where will those
emails be received? On the same de-
vice as the app? I’ve seen apps where
you sign up through the app and it
sends you an email, and then you
can’t view the app and the email eas-
ily at the same time on the device.
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The fourth component is respon-
siveness. How do we respond, or
how is our response perceived? Do
users get a quick response when they
click a button? Did the mobile app
immediately start doing something,
or did it sit and spin and make the
user wonder if it was all okay? How
does the user feel about the speed
of the response? You have to make
sure that things happen fast enough
for the person using it. It comes back
to context.

Must the developer know the con-
text up front?

I always like to know context, to be
sure ’'m building something that’s ap-
propriate for users. We can measure,
test, and ask for feedback during de-
velopment. I do user-based testing,
getting software in front of real users
as soon as possible. The feedback I
need varies depending on the applica-
tion, but I make sure that people can
provide feedback and that the soft-
ware is being used by users in the real
world, as much and as soon as pos-
sible. In those early stages, there can’t
be too much feedback before you get
to the App Store. Once you go pub-
lic, there will be a lot of new feedback
coming—the real world can always
find new things for you.

Fifth is connectivity. Not every-
one always has a high-speed Inter-
net connection; being occasionally
connected is the norm. You have
to think about whether you can do
without connectivity, what to do
when it goes down, and how you
can work around it not being there
or if it keeps dropping and coming
back—how do you live with those
scenarios? To provide a good ex-
perience using an app, you should
always make sure the user knows
what’s going on. They may think,
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Did it send? I'm offline, what’s hap-
pened, what does that mean? When
they’re asking questions like these,
their experience has been negatively
affected. Uncertainty in the user is
always bad.

Sixth are resources. The biggest
resource you need to consider on a
mobile device is power—will what
I’'m doing drain the battery? No one
will use your app if it makes their bat-
tery run down quickly. The next big-
gest one is disk space. Mobile phones
are highly constrained in terms of the
space they can use. The availability of
disk space for users who have many
images on their phones might be
something you need to consider.

Can you use telemetry data to moni-
tor and understand your app’s bat-
tery usage or storage needs? Or do
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premium phones on modern operat-
ing systems already limit battery us-
age by apps anyway?

Measuring power consumption or
how quickly you drain the battery
can be harder to test for than other
things. The operating system can
take care of some of that, and there
are settings reports on how much of
the bandwidth, power, and screen
time the app is using. But you can’t
rely on the operating system to take
care of this for you. The operating
system will do what’s best for the
operating system, but you need to
do what’s best for your app and
your users.

You don’t need telemetry for
disk space, but you can check
how much disk space is there be-
fore trying to save images locally,

135



SOFTWARE ENGINEERING RADIO

.C0.UK.

save data, or make a copy of the da-
tabase, which will take up a lot of
space. You have to be aware of the
resources you’re using and be sen-
sitive to the needs of the device as
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well as the needs of your app. Re-
sources also include things such as
the device camera—how many, and
how do I use them?—and the loca-
tion sensor.

What is one important thing that ev-
ery app should do?

Basic analytics and error report-
ing—if something goes wrong, you
want to know about it. Don’t rely
on the user telling you because they
won’t know enough to give you the
information you need. Analytics tell
you what devices and operating sys-
tems people are using. You might
want to use this new feature, but it’s
available only in the latest version of
the operating system. If your users
don’t update to the latest operating
system quickly, then that’s a waste of
your effort. @
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