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This paper introduces the idea of having a usability designer role in development team following a user centred
approach. There are difficulties in incorporating the user-centred activities into an existing development process,
as a user-centred life cycle among other things requires new ways of searching for solutions. Often there is a
need for more direct communication and co-operation between users and developers. Somebody has to
strengthen this communication as well as to keep the usability method on track. This role is responsible for the
usability in all phases of development. In our opinion there exists a need for a person with ability to, for
example, specify usability goals; conduct user and task analyses; make the user interface design and lead the
design team.
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1 � INTRODUCTION

How can we keep focus on the users, the users’
tasks and the usability aspects during a systems
life cycle? Processes such as the ISO/FDIS 13407
– “Human-centred design processes for
interactive systems” [ISO/FDIS 13407, 1998] are
necessary concepts, but does not really give us
much support in terms of how to develop usable
systems. We need to find—and define—practical
methods and work procedures to actually be able
to incorporate a user-centred view along with
active user involvement, multi-disciplinary design
etc. into the iterative development process.
Among other things, we think that this calls for a
new, multi-disciplinary, role in development

projects – usability designer. The main purpose of
this role is to bridge the gaps between the user-
centred activities, but also between the
development organisation and the user
organisation. This role is responsible for keeping
the development process user-centred.

ISO 13407 defines a conceptual model that can
be used by software companies as an add-on to
more traditional system development life cycle
processes such the classical waterfall model. The
four main principles of this conceptual model are:

• An appropriate allocation of function between
user and system,

•  the active involvement of users,
•  the iteration of design solutions,
•  the use of multi-disciplinary design teams.
These principles aim to put the users, the users'
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tasks and the usability of the forthcoming system in
focus. To achieve this the ISO 13407 concept
introduces four activities that have to be carried out
in a project in order to certify that the development
is human-centred:

�� 6SHFLI\�WKH
FRQWH[W�RI�XVH

�� 3URGXFH
GHVLJQ
VROXWLRQV

�� 6SHFLI\�XVHU�	
RUJDQLVDWLRQDO
UHTXLUHPHQWV
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3ODQ�WKH�XVHU�FHQWUHG
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�� (YDOXDWLRQ
DJDLQVW
UHTXLUHPHQWV

Figure 1. Activities in ISO 13407

1.  Specify the context of use: the characteristics
of the users, tasks and the organisational and
physical environment.

2.  Specify user and organisational requirements:
functional and other requirements.

3.  Design: create artefacts and evaluate against
design objectives.

4.  Evaluation: against user and organisational
requirements.

The iteration ends when step 4 is executed with a
satisfactory result.

There are difficulties in incorporating the user-
centred (we prefer to use the phrase user instead of
human) activities into an existing development
process. There are many reasons for this. However,
to a great extent they can be related to the fact that
an iterative and user-centred life cycle requires new
ways to search for solutions, new methods, new
project roles, other ways of planning and allocating
resources for a project etc. Furthermore, the
relationship between the user organisation and the
developer organisation has to change. There is a
need for more direct communication and co-
operation between these groups. We consider this to
be mainly a question of moving the development
process closer to the users. A user-centred
approach, as ISO 13407, can be seen as a shift in
development paradigm for an organisation rather
than just a new way of developing systems.

2 � CASE STUDIES

As developers we have been involved in several
projects trying to use a user-centred model. We

have tried to introduce this model to customers and
developers in our own organisation and to practice
the role of a usability designer.

2.1� Case one—Government Agency

2.1.1� Background

This project was a contract development job at a
Swedish government agency (the client). The client
doesn’t develop any information systems in-house,
but they have a development process they assume
the contract developers to follow. This process is a
straightforward waterfall model: pre-study,
requirement specification, system design,
construction, test and deployment. Our mission was
to make the system design for an administrative
office system.

2.1.2� Project accomplishment

We assembled a project team: one domain expert,
one system architect and one usability designer.
Even though the client didn’t specifically ask for a
user centred approach, we did set up the project as
user centred as possible within the client’s
framework. This mainly as a result of the usability
designer’s earlier experiences with failing waterfall
processes. We didn’t manage to get full time end
user involvement, but we did convince the client to
let us have access to the users a certain amount of
hours per week. We  engaged three users (out of a
total of about 40) that corresponded to the user
population and user profiles. This project set up
was totally new for the client. They were not used
to have this kind of active user involvement after
the requirements specification phase. We did also
introduce the concept of prototyping as a way of
visualising the future system. What we tried to
accomplish was a user centred and iterative,
prototyping driven system design. This in a
framework of a “frozen requirement” specification
and a final deadline for the system design, with a
construction (or implementation) phase to follow.
We did set some goals; user and task orientation
instead of function orientation; prototype instead of
written formal documentation; active user
involvement instead of passive.

We started with a user analysis followed by a
work task analysis. This was a little bit frustrating
for the users since they had been through a lot of
conceptual modelling seminars etc. to write the
requirements specification. Not admitting it at the
start of the project, they now told us that the
modelling seminars were very hard to understand
and actually didn’t give them very much in
envisaging the future system. Given the



Usability designers improve the user-centred design process

Bengt Göransson and Torsten Sandbäck, INTERACT’99, Edinburgh 3 (4)

requirements specification, user analysis and the
work task analysis we started to sketch on a paper
prototype later transferred to an executable
prototype. From this point and on we didn’t hear a
positive word about the earlier modelling seminars,
and as soon as we started to work on the prototype
the users said—we should have done this much
earlier. The prototype was continuosly refined
through an iterative process: design sessions,
implementation and evaluation until the prototype
covered pretty much the whole requirement
specification.

2.1.3� Discussion

In our project we actually tried to practise the
concept of user centred design. It became clear that
the process needed a role that had the power to lead
the team, including the users, through the design
process.

The result of the system design (yet to be
implemented) was quite a success among the users
and made an impact on the client. They realised that
active user involvement and prototyping resulted in
a much more user centred, task oriented and
accepted system design. The impact of the usability
designer was large. Instead of focusing on
functionality, as expressed in the requirement
specification, the usability designer managed to
move the focus to the user’s tasks. This was not an
easy thing to do, since the users were not familiar to
work so closely with the developers and they
thought that the requirement specification
documents contained enough information for the
team to design a well suited system.

Earlier system designs in other projects at the
client’s site had not had the impact of a usability
designer. Those project teams were made of one
domain expert and a couple of developers. The only
user involvement they had were a passive
“question-answer dialogue”. When comparing
development approaches they realised the benefits
of having a person in charge of the design process
and the usability.

2.2� Case two—Publisher

2.2.1� Background

The project was conducted at a Swedish
publisher (the client). As a complement to publish
literature, the client has an extending course
business. The course department needed help to
make a system, which handles participators,
booking, statistics etc.

2.2.2� Project accomplishment

This was a small project, involving one designer
and two programmers. From the start it was decided
that we should have a user centred approach, iterate
and make prototypes. We made a pre-study
including three prototypes evaluated and refined,
followed by implementation. When the system was
deployed and used for one month, yet an evaluation
was conducted.

The designer made the analysis in the pre-study
and the paper prototypes as well. As it was a rather
small project, the designer led the development
team and was responsible for the contact with the
users as well as the customer. During the pre-study
the users, needs of the users and information were
studied. This resulted in a document describing
their needs and a paper prototype visualising a user
interface.

The programmers used the third paper prototype
as the basis for building the system as no formal
requirement specification was written. When new
requirements arose during the implementation
phase they were designed and implemented to fit
with the ideas emanating from the prototypes. In
this case the designer brought the experience from
the earlier and new analyses. The designer had
come to know the user roles, how they think, their
domain specific language well and could therefore
make suggestions that was accepted almost directly
by the users.

2.2.3� Discussion

This approach of working—user centred,
iterative and prototype driven—was new to the two
programmers and to the customer. The designer
acted as an information carrier within the project,
explaining why the system should work in a certain
way. Sometimes the programmers made a solution
with wrongly taken assumptions of the usage of the
information and interaction design, so the designer
reviewed the user interface and  made adjustments.
This sometimes became a “review relationship”
where they wanted the designer to acknowledge the
solution.

This may sound negative; the designer steered the
programmers, but it did actually work as the
designer had the whole picture; from analyse,
implementation and to evaluation.

Having one person understanding the background
of the requirements and bringing that directly to the
programmers, actually meant that it was possible to
speed up the work and still keep high quality. One
might claim that one should be able to be read the
background in some written documentation, but the
time that would have been spent on detailed
description on every aspect and unspoken issue



Usability designers improve the user-centred design process

Bengt Göransson and Torsten Sandbäck, INTERACT’99, Edinburgh 4 (4)

from the users could now been invested in actually
making the design. It was more fruitful for us to
discuss the solution, instead of having to spread all
information to everyone. One can look upon it as
delivering right piece of information when asked
upon.

3 � DISCUSSION

The activities mentioned in figure 1 have to be
tightly coupled. One activity can not be performed
by developers in isolation and then handed over to
the next group of programmers. The transition over
the gaps has to be smooth and easy. In every
transition informally gained knowledge and
unspoken information is lost³information that
never will be revealed in formal documentation. No
matter how precise the documentation is; the
recipient will always have his own interpretation.
To minimise the risk of misinterpretation we
recommend that a category of people continuously
participate in the different activities. As these
persons take part in activities where developers and
users try to communicate, it is equally important
that these persons understands both the users and
the developers, since we know that users and
developers almost never speak the “same
language”.

We have experienced the problems mentioned
above; the gap between activities; the gap between
users and developers, when moving from a
traditional process to a user-centred process. In
search for solutions we have among others studied
Norman’s [Norman, 1986] prescriptions for design
principles, for example: the urge of taking interface
seriously and do user-centred system design. But
we did not find a solution, there were still pieces
missing. Who in the development team pay
attention to the various aspects that leads to a
usable system well suited for the user’s work tasks
and to the business’ objectives? We do see a need
for multi-disciplinary teams, but also a need for an
inter-disciplinary usability designer.

We are aware that our case studies were quite
small projects, and that the role of the usability
designer certainly will be different in larger and
more complex projects. For instance there will be a
demand for more written documentation, formal
reviews etc.

3.1� Definition of usability designer

The usability designer is responsible for keeping
the development process user-centred and focusing
on usability aspects. It is crucial that the usability
designer actually takes an active part in the design
and development process, and just not becomes
another project manager. We emphasise the
importance of one person participating in all the
user-centred activities, in order not to lose valuable
information in the transitions between the activities.

The usability designer works close to the user
organisation and participates in different analyses
applying to usability. The usability designer then
transfers the result from these analyses into the
design activities. The continuation is maintained as
he/she participates in designing the prototypes. By
taking part in the succeeding evaluation activities,
the iterative design cycle is closed.

Examples of tasks this role may lead: specify
usability goals; specify design criterion; conduct
user and task analyses; elicit the user needs and
requirements; make the user interface design—or in
large project; lead the design team; participate in
the evaluation.

The usability designer has to be a human-
computer interaction specialist capable of
performing the above mentioned tasks. The
interdisciplinary characteristics are absolutely
necessary for this role.

4 � CONCLUSION

One has to make an effort to successfully adopt a
user centred approach. We argue for having an
official role that keeps the projects’ focus on the
users. To improve the development process, it is
vital to have an explicit role that has an overall
view and responsibility of the usability aspects.
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