Position Paper Questions for “The Business of Usability:  Developing Metrics to Justify our Existence and Budgets”
This document shares the questions you will be asked to submit responses for as part of the submission for the workshop.  If you would like, you can submit this information directly to Rich Gunther, the workshop facilitator, at rich@ovostudios.com, or you can input it on the submission website, located at www.ovostudios.com/upa_2006/call_for_participation_step1.asp
Section 1: Basic Information
Email Address: dwildman@doubleclick.net

First Name: Daniel
Last Name: Wildman

Phone Number: 212.381.5291/732.690.4330
Company: DoubleClick, Inc.
Currently a UPA Member? (Yes/No)  Yes. Recently reactivated lapsed membership.
Section 2: Experience

Question 1: Length of Tenure: 

Please select the length of time you've held a management position on a user-centered design or usability team (can be combined across companies): 
6-8 years
Question 2: Sharing Information: 

Are you permitted, legally and contractually, to speak about the majority of your work experiences, including budget information, team composition, metrics used, and overall team performance? (Yes/No) 
Yes
Question 3:  Work Experience

Please share with us the management titles you have held, and in what industries the companies you worked for operated in. If you are a consultant, please list the different types of products and industries you have done work on.

Director, Usability Engineering, Bellcore (=Telcordia Technologies), 1997-2003. Industry: Telecom R&D, descendent of Bell Labs.

Manager, Usability Analysis, DoubleClick, Inc. 2004-present. Industry: Internet advertising, serving over 8 billion ads per day.
Question 4: Current Role: 

Please tell us some specifics about your current role. How many team members do you currently have? Does your organization have a dedicated usability lab, either portable or fixed? How many clients (internal or external) does your group have? How to your accomplish organizational outreach, in terms of PR, Training, etc., for your team?

You may also want to discuss the following topics:

· How is usability current positioned within your company?

· How is usability currently "sold" in your company?

· What are the differences you have seen between organizations you have worked for, in relation to the two questions above?

I currently manage a team of 3 in addition to myself, sub-specializing in usability analysis, as distinct from Interaction Design. We have a Morae-based dedicated room for testing (you can call it a lab, but that would be generous) and do both in-house usability testing as well as many site visits to observe users in place. We sometimes use screen/audio capture in the field and we are about to trial remote user testing with a new tool. We have used Webex for remote testing on occasion, with mixed results. Our internal clients include engineering and QA, but primarily Product Management. Externally, we have hundreds of customers, with an average of about 4 heavy users each (some have a single user, others have over 20).

In addition to the official members of my group, there are four 'interaction designers' who officially report to their respective product Engineering Managers. It's generally acknowledged that, unofficially, I manage the work of those designers and maintain a sense of community and camaraderie among all the HCI practitioners.

Organizational outreach takes several tracks: 

1. We publish a feature regularly in our monthly international/internal eBulletin. Here we cover topics such as style guide, what is our role, recent wins, etc. 2. Product Management lets us know when a client is in need of TLC, and then we offer to the Account Team to go onsite and do a usability workshop with that client. It almost always has enhanced our relationship with the client while at the same time we get new sources of user feedback and collaborative design.

3. We are in the process of moving to an agile development approach, and both interaction design and usability analysis (UA) are institutionalized parts of the process. In addition, UA has several out-of-scrum tasks and deliverables.

4. We are conducting large-scale user surveys to benchmark user-perceived 'usability' of our products (6 dimensions, very short survey) and these 'report card grades' will be socialized internally as the metrics to beat in the future.

5. Lot's of schmoozing Product Management and Account Execs.

I have put together the basics of a course on usability for the engineering managers, but it's on hold until Scrum has successfully rolled out.

Current staff are all academically trained in HCI or closely aligned fields, and most have prior experience, so training is not a big issue. We have attended STC web and audio seminars and have sent large groups to 1-day and 2-day courses. Starting this year, we are trying to get representation at two annual professional conferences.

Selling usability:

Our products are industry-leading in terms of features, yet the major ones (web apps) have glaring usability problems as well as aesthetic soft-spots which are universally acknowledged. Upper management formed the sub-specialty around 'usability analysis' to help us focus on fixing those problems. This downward endorsement is not quite as helpful as it might seem, however, since the engineering resources to fix the problems that we highlight are not always available. We continue to press for fixes by prioritizing usability issues within the 'product backlog' and we lobby for inclusion of these items in the monthly 'Sprints.'

I have been fortunate to work in two companies that already recognized the importance of usability and of usability professionals to their products' success. Although my previous telecom employer had a long history of human factors work, in the late '80s and early '90s the management didn't 'get' the idea of studying user behavior. It took several years of hard work to convince them of the need for usability testing. In my current company, one with a dot.com history, the need to test is more understood, but recruiting test participants can be more daunting. Fitting into the Agile process posses additional challenges that we're dealing with day to day.
Section 2: Perspectives

Question 1: Thesis Statement:  

Please write a 200-400 word thesis statement summarizing your perspectives on "The Business of Usability".  Include insights on metrics, impact tracking, methodologies, justifying budgets and headcount, etc.  This should include an overview of the metrics, tools, and methods you use to track the positive effects of your team's efforts to the business, the bottom line, and the corporate culture in which you work.  

Validating the return on investment in usability work has long been an important but elusive goal. After multiple attempts and much analysis, I have reached the tentative conclusion that objective, quantitative justification for usability work is itself rarely cost-effective. Rather, a combination of anecdotal findings, indirect metrics and subjective ratings can effectively substitute for ‘hard data’ in building the case for a usability program. 
Our usability activities are defined broadly to include design consultation, client workshops, site observations, customer satisfaction surveys, and various forms of usability testing. To assess our impact, we considered all manner of objective metrics across these activities, such as weighted index of design changes, number of usability bugs identified, improvement in user productivity, and others. Most were rejected as too difficult to collect or too context-dependent. Task-time improvement was deemed too narrow a metric alone, as well as difficult to measure reliably. 
On the other hand, our Account Execs were sharing positive vibes about our workshops and interventions, increasing the demand for them. Clients were making positive comments about some of the changes to the UI that we had initiated. Users seemed more pleased. We were helping to shape upcoming releases based on our input to the scrum-style Product Backlogs. Nonetheless, we could not demonstrate that our products were actually becoming more usable.

Finally, in response to an executive directive for product “report cards,” we developed a very short, web-based survey asking users to rate a product on six dimensions of usability. Ultimately, we concluded that subject user ratings – reflecting customer satisfaction – were an important metric for measuring our success, even though they might not reflect actual user performance. 

We administered the survey to two internal audiences and got predictable differences in their response patterns, leading us to conclude that the scores have some validity. We have since ‘tuned’ the questions and added a section for the users to rate a reference application. We are now launching the survey for two of our products and will soon have benchmarks to use for measuring future improvement. 
At the same time, we continue to consider other potential metrics, such as burn-down of usability items in the product backlog and weekly or monthly user productivity. We also continue to solicit comments from clients, product support, internal salespeople and product management to see if popular opinion tracks our data and our impressions.
Question 2: Impact Tracking: 

How do you currently track the impact of your team's efforts?  How do you measure the success of usability within your company?  How do you measure a change in business culture?  What quantitative metrics do you use?  What qualitative ones?  How often do you take measurements of these metrics?

See previous answer.

In addition to our own survey, we have used QUIS and (in my past job) SUMI as potential metrics of product usability, with the intent to measure improvement over time. For various reasons, it has never played out that we got release-over-release scores to compare. 
On the other end of the measurement spectrum, our team’s client interventions may have been a key contributor to customer attraction and retention in a few critical cases, with immeasurable positive impact to our internal credibility and perceived value. These successes probably best fuel our continued existence, and they not only defy quantification but supersede it.
We are also planning critical-task metrics, by definition different per product, that would be composed of a battery of task-times, errors, and other measures, summing up to a composite usability score per task. Improvement (or lack thereof) across releases (or semiannually?) would be tracked. This would not reflect directly on the performance or impact of the usability group, but would help demonstrate that the product was or wasn’t getting more usable. This could be conditioned on whether our group detected usability bugs or made suggestions for improvement which were either acted upon or ignored.
Question 3: Documenting Impact: 

How do you document and/or share your team's impact?  Are there UCD or Usability methodologies that are easier to document than others?  Harder to document?  

In 2005, we performed a series of user-site workshops to identify UI and functional shortfalls in the user workflows. The workshops typically resulted in, among other things, a laundry list of potential product enhancements, along with our better understanding of each client’s idiosyncratic needs, business practices, and system hacks. All these findings were documented in a lengthy report which took a long time to write and was not fully absorbed by our internal audiences. We succeeded in introducing a link to those reports from an internal client-intelligence tool, which made the reports more visible and useful to some. Nevertheless, the report format was costly and underutilized.

Working within our newly-adopted Agile Development methodology, the primary deliverables for our team have become items on product backlogs and new user stories to address the problems identified. This approach should greatly reduce our overhead in report generation, although client-specific information will probably get lost in the shuffle.
For our more formal usability studies, we have not methodically reported the results other than in quick email summaries and bug lists. As we move in 2Q2006 to quarterly product-level reports, we will have a concise and regular place to report those findings, at least in summary.
Question 4: Current Work or Interest: 

Please share with us any current research efforts or interests that pertain to the topic of "The Business of Usability".  Are you constantly iterating on or researching ways to better track your team's business metrics?

We are currently mandated to be tracking product usability across time, which will provide an indirect index of our group impact. However, we will continue to evaluate, invent, and experiment with metrics moving forward.

Question 5: Relevant Links or Materials: 

List relevant articles, web sites or other resources that you would like to make available to the other participants. We will add them to the collection of background materials for the workshop, when appropriate.

None
Question 6: Critical Issues for the Workshop: 

Please share with us any critical issues that you would like to see discussed during the workshop.

Can there be useful and generic objective measurement of usability impact? Is subjective ok/enough?
Question 7: Issues To Avoid: 

Please share with us any issues or topics you think should be avoided during the workshop.

None
Question 8: Perspective on Workshop Goals: 

Please share your thoughts on if you think it is possible to create a standardized set of metrics for measuring the impact of usability processes on business performance, to be used for industry benchmarking, increasing public awareness of the benefits of usability, and other uses. What do you think is the best way to go about creating such a set of metrics?

Having attempted to discover such metrics for several years with limited success, I have a healthy skepticism of achieving that goal. However, I am optimistic that the discussion of the relevant issues will be useful and informative, and I will be delighted if metrics for Usability ROI can indeed be identified.
