
Where does usability fit in the development life cycle?

· What are the key phases and related usability tasks in a development life cycle?

· When in a schedule crunch, which tasks are “must completes” and which will get dropped?

· How do you communicate the usability priorities in each phase to management?

· When do you start each task in relation to the overall development effort?

Summary

Determining how to integrate usability into the development life cycle varies by the company, its approach to development, the corporate culture, and the relationship of the usability person to the projects. Management buy-in is essential. If you are the one initiating the idea within your company, find an advocate from management to promote usability and support your efforts.

Usability tasks belong in all life cycle phases, but involvement in the earliest phases of the development life cycle results in the greatest gains for relatively low costs. Key tasks in the earliest phases include conducting user and task analysis and developing usability requirements. Usability tests should be conducted throughout the lifecycle, but if testing is only possible in the later phases, when changes are too costly, the information should be used to inform later revisions and other projects.

Finally, if usability is new to your company, recognize that making the usability process and tasks an integral part of the development life cycle may take a long time. Others have persevered, and you can, too.

Collected Comments

The collected comments are generally not edited from the notes taken during the session. If words were omitted in the notes and their omission would impair understanding of the comment, the words were added here.

How do usability requirements get communicated?

· Are there explicit usability requirements?

· Where do they belong? Business requirements? Functional requirements?

Usability requirements allow for QA to test usability.

Functional, detailed design, and usability specifications are created to communicate to management.

· Create a template for usability requirements.

· Be very explicit about the tasks that will be provided by usability specialists (in other words, recognize that more developers and projects will have needs than the number of usability specialists can fulfill).

Management loves the idea of usability, but doesn’t plan for usability tasks in the development lifecycle.

Make sure usability is a line item in the project schedule. This ties usability into the recognized life cycle for development.

Getting into the planning phases and onto the schedule is key to success and support.

Getting management feedback is challenging.

Be prepared for handholding when delivering usability results:

· Post graphic examples of problems found.

· Obtain direct interaction with developers early in the life cycle.

One participant was unable to enter defects without having a requirement to trace back to, but that usability was not included in requirements.

Using wireframes and then graphical UI designs can support usability evaluations by QA and usability experts. These provide a measure to evaluate the end result against.

Integrating into an existing lifecycle helps promote usability and ensure that it is included.

Management buy-in helps prioritize tasks.

Test after prototype development.

How do you decide what to test in a crunch?

· Test previous versions when revised versions aren’t available.

Site visits, user profile, and information gathering are early tasks that are critical but sometimes informal.

“Next time”: Sometimes your work and findings supports the next release.

Capture and communicate information gathered:

· Write user stories and write-ups (narrative) of real people interviewed.

· Present usability concepts in creative ways, for example, “Usability According to My Dog.”

· Share information to developers, QA, support, training, and management.

· Share information gathering effort with training and marketing.

Be mindful of politics: People don’t want to be proven wrong (for example, management may block usability efforts to protect their egos).

What do you do if you aren’t given time to perform usability tasks?

· Covert or stealth usability: Just do it.

· Extend existing tasks to include other tasks and deliverables.

How do you get critical mass of support? Find advocates and champions.

Project estimation is hard and getting harder. We should help project managers with estimation not add to their work.

· Resource allocation: Is usability recognized?

· Add two weeks “flat rate” to devote to usability.

Challenges exist for making changes for late phase findings.

Prototype iteration: Preventative usability helps before code is committed.

Usability as a mindset.

The term “user research,” which includes usability tasks, makes a better impact about scope (more effective than “testing”).

One attendee noted that their progress has taken two years, and they are now starting to get buy-in. They found champions in management.

How do you ensure that usability has more than just one iteration? Depends on how iterative the overall development life cycle is:

· Inform the next phase.

· Highlight important issues—don’t overwhelm, instead rank top issues.

Where does usability fit? Everywhere! Early and often.

A group that is too interdisciplinary may lead to “turf” battles. Promote team effort across all tasks.

“Express testing”

· The process:

1. Test with a few users.

2. Change user interface.

3. Test with a few more users.

4. Change user interface.

5. Repeat as possible/valuable throughout life cycle.

· This approach needs designers involved to make quick changes.

· Team must have prototyping skills.

Create a checklist with exit criteria:

· Concept phase: User analysis, current process.

· Analysis: Usability requirements as part of other requirements, task analysis, paper prototyping—early contribution.

· Usability walkthrough with management, marketing, and other stakeholders.

· Development: Design (low fidelity moves to high fidelity prototypes, help developers write design documents.

· Testing in each cycle to iterate in each phase, high confidence in high fidelity prototypes.

· Beta test on-site.

· Help with product packaging.

· Fit usability within the existing process.

· Understand development processes specific to the organization.

· Never treat usability as separate process.

· Challenge: Two life cycles used in multi-national company.

· Releases vs. Patch: With limited resources, you may have to choose what the usability effort supports.

· When you can’t cover every product, management and business units need to set priorities.

· Teach others to do usability tasks—better than not doing anything.

· Focus on major releases.

· Usability plan becomes part of project plan.

· Create templates.

· First project: hope successes lead to growth of usability groups.

· Challenge: Six months to add usability to existing process.
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