Introduction

Because I’ve spent about half of my career as a solo practitioner in companies that needed far larger usability teams, I’ve always been extremely alert to any opportunities to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of my usability work.  My undergraduate engineering education contributed to this tendency by teaching me to constantly analyze and improve upon the processes and tools I use.

This constant effort to improve the development process doesn’t mean reinventing the wheel.  My philosophy has always been to find the best existing tools and methods available, and then enhance them to suit the needs of my usability team.

I define a usability infrastructure as a set of strategies, processes, tools, and templates that guide the day to day activities of a usability team and ensure that the team is focused on long term strategic goals in addition to meeting the tactical needs of the specific project teams it’s working with.

The infrastructure I most recently built was created in a company that had no experience with usability before I was hired and relied on an external usability testing vendor until last year.  Although some high level people understood the need for usability, I spent a great deal of my time over the past three years educating others about what usability is, why it’s important, and how it’s achieved.  My team consisted of a usability analyst, an intern, and myself.  Together we were solely responsible for all usability testing, best practice research, analysis, and generation of recommendations to resolve usability problems.   Time permitting we participated as part of core project teams throughout the design process.  Although my team didn’t have design responsibility, our goal was to serve as consultants in all design discussions to ensure that products that made it to the usability lab were as good as we could make them prior to testing.

My experience has led me to focus on four specific area of usability team infrastructure: strategies, processes, templates, and tools.

Strategies

Although I’ve never before documented the strategies I use to gain acceptance of and demand for usability, they form an integral part of my day-to-day activities.  Some of the strategies I’ve focused on include:

Branding

Branding is more than coming up with a neat looking logo and templates for documents.  While I worked with a creative group to design a professional looking logo for my usability team, my goal was to build awareness of the usability team (who we are, what we do), and more importantly, build demand for our services.

Promoting the value of the usability team

Especially in the current economic climate, constantly promoting the role and value of a usability team is critical to its continued existence.  Like many passionate usability professionals, I’m constantly promoting usability by discussing User Centered Design with anyone who will listen.  I also use a number of more formal promotion techniques including:

· Articles in company newsletter 

· Email updates covering upcoming usability tests, recent results, location of archived reports, and information on how people can get more involved in usability

· Presentations at new hire training sessions
· Presence at customer summits, executive off-sites, and other high profile events

I also set up individual meetings with heads of any group in the company whose staff I interact with to learn what they do, explain what I do, and identify ways we can work together to help each other out

When I recently built the first usability lab in my previous company’s history, I treated the event like a new product launch, complete with a preview movie (created by my company’s creative department using usability test highlights), posters, email invitations sent to everyone in the company, a chance for attendees to win tickets to an extremely popular concert that had sold out instantly, and a press release.  

Design (studio)

Calling my usability lab a usability studio wouldn’t have been effective without taking additional steps to ensure it was a supportive environment for design innovations such as:

· Building a large observation room and inviting everyone in the company to observe any usability studies

· Surrounding the TV used to display usability tests (and reports) with whiteboards and encouraging all observers to use them to document their observations and design suggestions

· Including observer suggestions in test reports to ensure they are heard and to show I was serious about valuing their participation

· Sending special invitations to observe usability studies to customer support and sales groups

· Scheduling projects meetings where design discussions are going to occur in the usability studio

· Holding regular brainstorming sessions in the studio to ensure the usability team is focused on major innovations in addition to incremental improvements.

Involvement

One of the toughest decisions for a solo usability practitioner (or anyone in an understaffed usability team) is deciding which battles to fight.  A common strategy is to focus on high profile, high importance projects.  While this is an important strategy to gain support of upper management, it doesn’t do much to build relationships with people who aren’t on those projects.  In addition to supporting high priority projects, I made a point of providing quick feedback to coworkers who sought me out for quick advice.  Although answering these questions may seem trivial compared to working on high priority projects, building relationships with coworkers and demonstrating the rationale User Centered Design provides for design questions is important to building wide-spread support for a usability team.  I also tracked these suggestions whenever possible in a usability issue knowledge base I created.

Process

While I’ve worked with process teams to try to define formal user-centered product development processes, I’ve found that in the environment my usability team operated in, it was far more effective to start demonstrating user centered design – even if on a few projects – than to rely on an official process to impose it.  Because producing useful and professional feedback on usability tests is critical to gaining the acceptance needed to expand a usability team’s role beyond testing to true user centered design, I developed processes to ensure that activities expected of us by other groups (primarily testing) were as good as they could be.  These processes include:

· Usability test recruiting, covering how to ensure test participants meet target user profiles, automating as much of the recruiting process as possible, building a participant database to enable recruiting on short notice, and managing contact with potential participants (including people who wish to opt-out of our communications with them).

· Usability test scripting, covering how to develop test scripts that provide realistic scenarios while providing the unbiased feedback our colleagues need.

· Conducting the usability test itself, covering how to log notes necessary to capture critical data without reviewing tapes, producing immediate summaries of problems uncovered in a test session, and managing observers (and their recommendations) to avoid multiple test reports.

· Reporting, presenting, and following up on usability test results, including tracking the resolution of issues uncovered in the usability test.

Tools

Usability Lab

Perhaps the most commonly discussed usability tool is the usability lab itself.  While I believe a usability lab is not necessary for a successful usability team, a well-designed lab can have a huge impact on the efficiency and effectiveness of a team.  When I recently designed a usability lab for my previous employer, I considered the traditional aspects of lab design (sound proofing, participant comfort, placement of cameras, etc.), but I focused on designing the most efficient lab I could buy/build.  My goals were to:

· Capture as much data as necessary in real time to quickly generate a test report and recommendations and answer questions from our customers about how and why participants had the problems we reported

· Automate as much of the usability test process as possible (calculating task times, tracking which task a participant is on, tracking success rates, recording data and actions taken by participant) to enable the usability team to focus on analyzing data, not recording it

· Eliminate transcription of data from paper, Word, Excel, etc. whenever possible

While my studio didn’t achieve all of these goals, I believe it’s far more efficient than most traditional usability labs.  And I continued to work with the usability lab vendor to add additional functionality that moved me closer to my dream of an ideal usability lab, a topic we will cover in our workshop.

Templates

Templates may seem to be of minor importance compared to the other infrastructure components discussed above, but there’s often considerable time savings possible from creating document templates that take advantage of features such as bookmarking, variables, and pre-defined menu choices.  I’ve used these features to create a variety of templates that help automate test scripts, GOMS analysis, test reports, and other common activities.

Summary

I’ve found the usability team infrastructure I’ve described to be vital to the success of my usability team (second only to aligning my team’s activities to the business needs of the organization).  

Since understaffing of usability teams is a problem likely to plague the usability community for years to come, I believe that making usability teams as efficient and effective as possible is critical to demonstrating our value to the companies we work for.  Creating a strong infrastructure is the best way I know to achieve that efficiency and effectiveness. 
