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    Book Abstract


    Main Idea


    Computer technology is rapidly in the process of being embedded within almost every product that is manufactured. Yet all too often, these “new-and-improved” products are harder to use than their “non-intelligent” predecessors - because engineers rather than designers are developing the interface between the user and the machine. And engineers don’t think at all like the average man-on-the-street who knows nothing about technology. Therefore, the situation effectively becomes the equivalent of letting the inmates run the asylum in which they are incarcerated.


    Instead of expecting the user to learn how to use the product, the situation needs to be reversed. Better products need to be developed which work the same way average people think. Only then will new products deliver on their implied promise of enhancing the quality of life for their users.


    Those kinds of changes will only occur in the real world if responsibility for designing the interface between the user and the machine is transferred away from engineers and into the hands of designers who are skilled in this specific field.


    About the Author


    ALAN COOPER is the founder of Cooper Interaction Design, a West Coast consulting firm that develops interactive product designs for high-tech companies. Mr. Cooper has more than 20-years’ experience designing and developing consumer software products, and is widely acknowledged as the “Father of Virtual Basic” for which he received the rare and coveted Windows Pioneer Award from Microsoft. Mr. Cooper is a frequent and highly opinionated speaker at software designer meetings and serves in numerous capacities in several foundations and associations within that field. His Web site is www.cooper.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of The Inmates Are Running The Asylum (Alan Cooper)


    Section 1: Computer Obliteracy


    Main Idea


    Instead of expecting consumers to become “computer literate” - by changing the ways they normally do things - high-tech product designers should instead be spending more time and effort developing better interfaces between humans and computers that are usable and productive.


    In short, the current generation of computerized tools are too hard for humans to use productively.


    Supporting Ideas


    Computer based products are invariably harder to use than they need to be because the wrong design process has been used in their development. Many high-tech companies constantly add new features and designs to their products in an effort to outperform their competitors - but with the unwanted side-effect that the products become more complicated and have a number of features which are rarely, if ever, used.


    This problem is increasing in importance primarily because computers are becoming increasingly intertwined with every other type of product. For example:


    
      	When you cross a computer with a car, you get a car that behaves like a computer.


      	When you cross a computer with a bank (like at an ATM), you get a bank that acts like a computer - with rules that absolutely must be followed or the transaction will be rejected, even if the rules are totally counter-productive in specific circumstances.

    


    So why is it that so many high-tech products are hard to use? It’s very simple:


    
      	Most interfaces between the user and the machine are driven by programmers who are sympathetic to the nature and needs of computers rather than real-world managers who identify with the needs of the users.


      	The main goal of a programmer is to make the development process as easy as possible. Users, by contrast, want using the machine to be simple and easy. There’s a conflict of interest.


      	The most commonly used frame-of-reference for a programmer is another programmer who is equally technically inclined. These people are completely unaware the bulk of the population don’t think the same way they do.


      	Most software projects leave it to the programmers to design the interface. By the time it is realized the preferences of the programmer are out of touch with the consumer’s preferences, it’s too late to change anything. Therefore, making use of the software easy and pleasurable for ordinary consumers becomes the goal for the next upgrade.


      	By the time the next upgrade rolls around, there is now a large base of experienced users who have altered their way of acting to suit the arbitrary constraints demanded by the first generation of the software. Developers now face a choice between developing an interface that is far more natural and intuitive – thereby disenfranchising those who learned the old, hard way – or developing something that is far more natural. Most projects have a built-in bias towards their historical base of installed users, and therefore bad designs are carried over to future generations more for familiarity than usefulness.

    


    Most software tends to be designed by accident by people who don’t intend to use it personally in the future - preferring instead to use other, more powerful tools at their disposal.


    To understand, describe and ultimately remedy this problem, some new terminology is required:


    
      	“Cognitive friction” – the resistance encountered by the human intellect when it faces a complex system of rules that changes as the problem alters. For example, on a computer keyboard, some keys have one meaning when being used to enter information and another meaning altogether when used as a system command.


      	“Interaction design” – the process of developing software that aligns naturally with the way people think rather than forcing them to act differently - the software equivalent of putting an Armani suit on Attila the Hun.

    


    The problem with designing good software interfaces is simply that many consumers are willing to put up with poorly designed interfaces to obtain the benefits. In fact, more often than not, the consumer is blamed for being inadequately experienced. Almost every industry now classifies their users along similar lines:
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    The challenge for new product developers is not to increase the size of their power user base, or even to grow their computer literate user pool – but to make the use of the product so natural, so intuitive that these distinctions become totally irrelevant.


    Key Thoughts


    “Having just left the industrial age behind, we are standing at the threshold of the information age with an obsolete set of tools. In the industrial age, engineers were able to solve each new problem placed before them. Working in steel and concrete, they made bridges, cars, skyscrapers and moon rockets that worked well and satisfied their human users. As we tiptoe into the information age, we are working increasingly in software, and we have once again brought our best engineers to the task. But unlike in the past, things haven’t turned out so well. The computer boxes are fast and powerful and the programs are generally reliable, but we have encountered a previously unseen dimension of frustrated, dissatisfied, unhappy and unproductive users.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “To deliver both power and pleasure to users, you need to think first conceptually, then in terms of behavior and last in terms of interface.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Traditionally, the more complex a mechanical device was, the more highly trained its operators were. The information age changed everything, and we now expect amateurs to manage technology far more complex than our parents ever faced.”


    – Alan Cooper


    Section 2: The High Cost of Poorly Designed Products


    Main Idea


    Several unique features of computer software make the design of usable products difficult:


    
      	There often is no logical way to decide when a software product is done. Therefore, arbitrary deadlines and product feature lists are used.


      	It’s usually just as easy to design a useful product as it is to design a hard-to-use product - but very few people take the time to think about what makes software “bad” as long as it does the job.


      	Well-designed products or services can generate huge levels of customer loyalty - which can assist a company as it passes through the early growth stages.

    


    Supporting Ideas


    Deadlines and product feature lists are most often used in computer software projects rather than sound design principles because:


    
      	Everyone knows about Parkinson’s Law – that the work will expand to fill the time available. Therefore, they attempt to offset this tendency by setting immovable deadlines.


      	More value is placed on getting something out the door and into the marketplace (hopefully before a competitor materializes) than on developing something that succeeds. In other words, most managers feel safer shipping a failure on time rather than getting to the market later than originally announced.


      	Software programmers like to shift blame for unsuccessful products to managers by undertaking feature bargaining. They specify which features can and cannot be included by the specified shipping date. Then, if the product fails, they have a scapegoat - the managers who refused to allow them time to put in critical elements.


      	The iterative enhancement method is widely used. Rather than carrying out due diligence on what users really need, everyone assumes that will be addressed in the future upgrade versions.


      	There is often a tendency to go with “good enough” prototypes rather than using prototypes to gain experience for the development of the real product. As a result, many products end up with less robust foundations simply because they are commercial versions of prototype software which was originally intended to be a learning process.

    


    In essence, defining a software development project only in terms of deadlines and feature lists creates a product that might be delivered on time but fails to create satisfied users. A better approach is to define projects solely in terms of quality, usability and user satisfaction. From that perspective, being first to market is far less important than delivering a good, well designed product that provides value and creates satisfied users.


    So what is the difference between “good” software and “bad” software? Consider a few examples:


    
      	Consumer video recorders have now been out for more than 20-years. Yet most people still cannot successfully record the shows they want more than 40-percent of the time. That’s bad - irrespective of the new features constantly being added in.


      	E-mail software still refuses to let people effectively keep track of previous threads of related messages. Instead, each e-mail is treated like a discrete event - forcing people to include again and again the previous communication threads.


      	No software exists to help people allocate their time over a number of projects effectively. Individual project management software exists, but nothing is available that helps people juggle the demands of multiple projects.


      	Calendar software invariably is strong at scheduling meeting start times but fails to address meeting finish times the same way real people do. They also fail to factor in the time required to get from one physical meeting location to another. A person doesn’t ignore something so basic.


      	Almost everyone loves the way Web based software doesn’t require any complex installation processes, and is easy to use. In reality, any software could skip the installation complexities and be that easy to use - if the programmers build them that way.

    


    Many software programs fail the easy-to-use test because:


    
      	They act the same whether you are a highly experienced user or an absolute beginner.


      	They only deliver the benefits the developer considers important – not what the user really wants.


      	They don’t deliver warning message when things are going wrong – only when they fail totally.


      	They’re inflexible and unable to modify procedures to meet changing conditions.


      	They don’t allow people to change their mind and undo things, or to make mistakes.

    


    The key point is that most people assume there is a logical reason software works the way it currently does. In reality, however, there isn’t a rational reason at all – just the personal preference of some programmer. And quite often, with just a little more forethought, even the original programmer is quite happy doing it in a more effective way if someone had pointed that possibility out.


    If a company focuses on good design principles, it can generate a huge amount of loyalty. That customer loyalty, in turn, can often carry a company past its start-up challenges and sustain it as it grows and matures.


    To succeed, most high-tech products are a balance between three primary qualities:
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    To be a long-term success and the foundation for a growing business, the product must:


    
      	Deliver something people want and value.


      	Be capable of being built and performing well.


      	Be able to be distributed and sold profitably.

    


    If your basic business approach is to first decide what customers will find desirable and then challenge your engineers to find good ways to build that product and your business people to find effective ways to market and sell it, you will succeed.


    Even more importantly, that approach delivers substantial competitive advantages over others who simply attempt to match what each other is doing. By focusing on the unmet needs of the consumer and what they most desire, you’ll be clearly and distinctively differentiated from everyone else.


    Key Thoughts


    “Most project managers that I have worked with would rather ship a failure on time than risk going late.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Markets are always ready for good products that deliver value and satisfy users.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Shipping a product that angers and frustrates users in three months is not better than shipping a product that pleases users in six months, as any businessperson knows full well. The mystery of whether or not any given product will sink or swim in the marketplace generates one of the manager’s deepest fears. His inability to assess a product’s completeness gives rise to another. Aside from some mother-and-apple-pie statements like “runs on the target computer” and “doesn’t crash”, managers typically lack a clear vision of what a finished product actually consists of.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Bill Gates once observed, with uncharacteristic cynicism, that the way you made software user-friendly was by making a rubber stamp and stamping each box with the legend, “USER FRIENDLY”. Unintentionally, his method has become the computer industry’s real method.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “In the short term, a person can be powerfully influenced by needs, but over the longer term, what a person desires can have a greater and more profound effect. People’s desires always have a way of emerging after their needs are satisfied. When a person needs something, she will do what is needed to get it, but when she desires something she is loyal to it. She knows that it is a discretionary purchase, and she will buy what makes her happy and will not necessarily judge rationally. When a consumer desires a product or a brand, his loyalty is one of the strongest forces in business.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “MBA students at Harvard and Stanford are not usually taught the value of design in their case studies. Although design is essential to the success even of industrial age products, its application is easier. Also, those industrial age products are older and their problems and solutions are well known. In the information age - in the age of rapid innovation and extreme cognitive friction - design is a primary necessity.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Customer loyalty can be an asset of fabulous value to a shrewd company.”


    – Alan Cooper


    “Features do not benefit users the way that primary problem-solving abilities do and adding features won’t have the same beneficial effect that primary problem-solving abilities will. In a marketplace of poorly designed products, added features will not influence a broad segment of the market.”


    – Alan Cooper


    Section 3: Why High-Tech Products Have Been Poorly Designed In The Past


    Main Idea


    The reason many high-tech products are designed in such a way that users feel stupid is:


    
      	The design of the product has usually been left up to the technical experts – who are actually least equipped to do so because all they have been trained to use are engineering methods.


      	Software engineers think and behave differently from normal human beings in four ways:

        
          	They trade simplicity for control.


          	They trade success for understanding.


          	They trade what is possible for what is probable.


          	They act like high school “jocks”.

        

      


      	Software engineers like to act as if programming is a calling or a brotherhood rather than a career.

    


    Supporting Ideas


    At the very heart of the disconnect between many high-tech products and their users are the differences between humans and computers:
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    For software to be robust and usable, programmers write it to meet the demands of computers. Yet users will only be happy if the software harmonizes with the demands of human nature -that requires interaction designers. The challenge of management is to get both parties working in harmony.


    Because most companies fail to adequately address human needs, they spend the bulk of their time trying to convince people to adapt to their software rather than to make their software conform to the users’ expectations.


    Despite the fact that many engineers have attempted to solve this disconnect problem through engineering methods, it still persists. Today, there is more cognitive friction than at any other time in history. That suggests engineering methodology might be part of the problem rather than part of the solution. If that is the case, then clearly engineers cannot solve the problem themselves. A completely different viewpoint is necessary.


    At the very heart of the solution to the disconnect problem is the fact computer programmers invariable and unerringly think differently about the world in which they swell.


    Computer programmers think differently in four key ways:


    
      	They trade simplicity for control: Programmers love complexity. They’d willingly master extremely complex systems if it gave them the opportunity to be in control of what is happening. Most people, on the other hand, value simplicity and willingly let other people take care of complex tasks for them.


      	They trade success for understanding: Programmers have an insatiable desire to understand how things work. Most people, by contrast, concentrate on being successful and are quite content not to know how things work as long as they function the way they’re supposed to.


      	They trade what is possible for what is probable: Programmers live in a world of black-and-white where everything is either always true or always false. Most humans, by contrast, are comfortable with shades of gray where things go according to plan most of the time but occasionally act in unanticipated ways.


      	They act like high-school “jocks”: Programmers love to show off their mastery of complex computer systems to their friends and peers. In fact, they look down on others who refuse to pay the price of learning as being mentally inferior to themselves. Most humans, on the other hand, outgrow these kind of tendencies once they leave high school and get involved in real world issues.

    


    Essentially, most programmers act as if writing code is like a high priesthood. They believe there is a brotherhood of software developers, and membership in the inner sanctum confers out-of-this-world powers and mystique. In short, many programmers look at their jobs as a calling rather than a career choice.


    Programmers are very good at implementing interaction. They’re also very bad at designing interaction. In most instances, however, programmers are called on to do both tasks – with the predictable results that sometimes they succeed and sometimes they fail. That doesn’t mean new product development is necessarily a crap shoot – it simply illustrates that different approaches are called for.


    Key Thoughts


    “It is not technology that is dehumanizing. It is the technologists, or rather the processes that technologists use, that create dehumanizing products.”


    – Alan Cooper
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      	The roll-on suitcase was designed for airline flight crews. However, the traveling public soon became enamored of its benefits and brought similar luggage in such volumes it revolutionized the entire industry.


      	Art Fry, a 3M engineer, developed post-it notes to solve his own problem while singing in a choir. His solution to his specific problem is now the most widely used office tool in history.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Personal goals

        
          	To not feel stupid.


          	To not make mistakes other people will laugh at.


          	To get an adequate amount of work done.


          	To have as much fun as possible.

        

      


      	Business goals

        
          	To increase our profits.


          	To increase our market share and beat the competition.


          	To expand and hire more people.


          	To take the company public.

        

      


      	Practical goals

        
          	To avoid as many meetings as possible.


          	To handle the client’s demands efficiently.


          	To create a spreadsheet model of the company.

        

      

    


    

    

    

    

    
      	It remembers what I like and dislike.


      	It follows my instructions precisely.


      	It produces results which are commensurate with my input.


      	It is forthcoming with additional, helpful information.


      	It has and applies good common sense.


      	It anticipates my needs and prepares to act efficiently.


      	It is responsive when I make changes.


      	It doesn’t tell me about its problems but listens to mine.


      	It’s well informed and offers alternatives when available.


      	It is perceptive and responds to my needs.


      	It is self-confident and not requiring reassurance.


      	It stays focused and avoids asking tons of questions.


      	It allows actions to be taken out of sequence if preferred.


      	It gives instant feedback and gratification.


      	It’s trustworthy and retains confidences.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Daily Use

        

        

        
          	Robust – well supported and bullet proof.


          	Able to be mastered quickly and efficiently.


          	Able to be streamlined with shortcuts, etc.


          	Configurable – so people can mold it to suit their needs.

        

      


      	Necessary Use

        

        
          	Must be robust and achieve all that is required efficiently


          	Don’t need to be configurable.


          	Don’t need all the bells and whistles.

        

      


      	Edge Case

        
      

    


    

    
      	Inflecting the interface

        
      


      	Perpetual intermediates

        
      


      	Vocabulary

        
      

    


    

    

    

    

    Key Thoughts


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Main Idea


    

    

    Supporting Ideas


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Customers never have your best long-term interests in mind, only their own.


      	Customers don’t know how to design your product – therefore they are unaware of what they could be missing out on in terms of future features.

    


    

    
      	Companies must be prepared to turn down lucrative short-term deals if it results in an inability to maintain their long-term direction.


      	Companies must assume full and sole responsibility for their products and services. These cannot be transferred to some faceless entity like “the market”.


      	Companies must allow sufficient time between successive generations of products for genuine design work to take place rather than overlapping design with programming or other activities.


      	Companies retain their edge if they remain somewhat aloof from the day-to-day market demands. They should demonstrate competence and professionalism in this area, as in all others.

    


    

    
      	Will get involved in the business rather than sit on the sidelines.


      	Will detail their design in writing.


      	Work with rather than in competition to programmers.


      	Work closely with the marketers throughout the entire process.


      	Work closely with managers in advance planning.

    


    

    
      	Pre-Production


      	Where the story is fleshed out, the money is raised and the movie’s scenes are planned in painstaking detail.


      	Production


      	When the cameras roll and the material is shot.


      	Post-Production


      	Where editing is completed, the marketing prepared and the finishing touches (like soundtracks) are added.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	You can create products that do original things – because they won’t be following the programmer dominated development process traditionally used.


      	Great interactive design increases consumer loyalty.


      	Inserting a design phase before the actual development phase shortens the time required for development.


      	A common design theme will emerge rather than letting things turn out by chance or trial-and-error.


      	The number of iterations required before a sound, commercial-quality product is available will be lowered by the integration of sound design principles.


      	Having to make fewer versions of a product will lower development costs.


      	The products and services will be easier to use. Customer satisfaction will therefore be enhanced.

    


    Key Thoughts
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