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he year was 1988. It was my third day on the new
job, and the honeymoon was about to end. My
boss came by my cubicle and asked me to help a
colleague, whom I’ll call Lise, design the inter-
face for Project Slurpy. Project Slurpy was typi-

cal of many projects I was to work on for this company: con-
ceived by marketing based upon their interpretation of focus
group data. The goal was to build a new videotex service that
would, as the lead marketer put it, “get all of those Atari 400s
out of the closet and hooked into the phone system.” Basically,
it was to be a new service with a lowest-common-denominator
interface. Even nine years ago, it seemed like a silly idea.

Wanting to keep my job for more than a week, I kept my
own counsel regarding the project’s merits and focused my en-
ergies on the interface design. These guys wanted Lise and me
to design a teletypewriter-style interface (a real silly idea, but
truly the “lowest common denominator”). To top it off, they
were already mad at “us” because—as Lise had learned the day
before—the completed specs had been due two weeks ago (we
learned later that the rest of the project was so far behind that
they were not really needed for another six months).

NOBLE BEGINNINGS. Lise and I set to work to build the best TTY-
style interface ever in the shortest possible time. We soon re-
alized that the Mad Marketer (as I began to think of her) be-
lieved in empirical data and expected us to test our design with
focus groups. In the course of a sometimes heated discussion,
Lise convinced her that rather than doing one focus group of
10 people (as Mad Marketer wanted), we would do 10 focus
groups of one person each (it is easy to see why Lise is now one
of the bosses of this company).

So, we had about two weeks to test, redesign, and deliver.
True to her word, Lise used a focus group company to recruit
users for us. My crowning achievement was prototyping the
interface in HyperCard so that lines of text scrolled off the top

of the screen, thereby getting a Macintosh to emulate a TTY-
style interface. 

When our first user came in, we ran him through our sce-
narios, collected videotapes and log files, and watched him like
a couple of hawks. He left. We discussed the surprises: prob-
lems he had that we didn’t anticipate, as well as the difficulties
we expected him to have. User 2 was due an hour later. Lise
stalled, I reprogrammed. User 2 was put through similar paces
15 minutes behind schedule. After she left, we caucused again.
User 3 was not due until the next morning; we could thus walk
through the entire interface, listing things we now wanted to
do differently. All of these changes were implemented by 9 am
the following morning. And so it went.

PREDICTABLE ENDS. As you might expect, Project Slurpy eventu-
ally dissolved into a gooey mess, the engineering team was dis-
banded, and the marketer got promoted. But that is another
story. The point here is that, years later, I discovered that Lise
and I had been engaged in discount usability engineering. Even
more surprising was the realization that a minor cottage in-
dustry had sprung up to develop and promote various discount
usability techniques. This discovery led to remorse: We should
have labeled our experience with a catchy phrase and marketed
our own techniques. Alas, we were too busy with our jobs to
read this new literature, let alone contribute to it.

ACADEMIC REVIEW. Today I teach graduate students the skills
they will need to do the job I once did. To decide what to teach
them, I carefully read all the “classic” studies on discount us-
ability or usability evaluation methods. The five most cited pa-
pers were published by researchers at various industry labs.
Each paper purports to provide experimental evidence that
proves how much better one UEM is over another.

Four of these five studies could be used in a graduate
methodology course to illustrate a wide variety of threats to
the validity of an experimental design (that is, they show how
not to design a study). Collectively, these experiments repre-
sent a failure of the computer-human interaction research com-
munity to offer practitioners the reliable and valid advice they
need—and have a right to expect.
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CHEAP TRICKS. The issue here is not whether discount techniques
should be used; they are inevitable. Project Slurpy is not all
that abnormal. The issue is, in trying to do the best job you can
with the ridiculously limited resources provided you, what
should you do? How confident should you be in the techniques
you are using?

A bad design may come back and bite you. Project Slurpy
failed, but at least nobody blamed the interface developers (in-
deed, we got a plaque—damned good TTY-style interface!).
Nonetheless, when you choose a technique to use in a hurry,
you are placing your professional reputation and perhaps your
job on the line. You deserve to know four things about any
technique that you apply. 

♦ The hit rate: How many real problems will this technique
uncover? 

♦ The false-alarm rate: How many (and what sorts) of
things will it falsely identify as problems (that may not exist,
but are costly and time consuming to “fix”)?

♦ What does it miss? What types of problems (and how
many) does this technique not discover?

♦ The correct rejections: How confident are you in your
discount technique’s ability to flag problems? If the Mad
Marketer is micromanaging your project and starts seeing
problems where your technique tells you there aren’t any, how
confident are you in telling her she’s wrong? 

Discount techniques are not a substitute for the potent com-
bination of analytic and empirical methodologies that usabil-
ity professionals can bring to bear in designing and evaluating
an interface (for example, see Judy Olson’s and Tom Moran’s
discussion, “Mapping the Method Muddle,” in Human-
Computer Interface Designs: Success Stories, Emerging Methods,
and Real World Context, Morgan Kaufmann, 1996).

As in Project Slurpy, however, cutting corners is not op-
tional, it is inevitable. Who ya gonna call? I am afraid you’re on
your own. The CHI research community has opinions, not
facts; beliefs, not proofs. If you know how to do an evaluation,
your best bet is your own judgment. Use your knowledge of
“non-discount” analytic and empirical usability techniques, the
user, and the product to decide where, when, and how to cut
corners. Good luck. ◆

Wayne D. Gray is head of the Human Factors and Applied
Cognitive Program at George Mason University in Fairfax,
Virginia. An in-depth critique of the experimental methods and
conclusions drawn by the five most cited studies of usability eval-
uation methods can be found in a paper he wrote with Marilyn
Salzman, “Damaged Merchandise?” forthcoming in a special
issue of Human-Computer Interaction. Gray can be reached
at gray@gmu.edu.
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with their homework. No one would stay a leading expert long
if they spent their time answering a flood of messages; I can’t
even keep up with unsolicited mail from PhD students.

Much more productive is to have kids use the Internet to
build their own hypertext information spaces as part of their
course work. It is much more inspiring to write for others than
for the teacher’s red pencil. They should usability-test their
pages with one or two other students and conduct critical us-
ability inspections of different designs for each problem.

GETTING REAL. The only way we can hope to teach usability en-
gineering from the third grade up is to teach discount usabil-
ity methods. Advanced and sophisticated methods that require,
say, an understanding of statistics are clearly impractical.

Some critics will no doubt say that it is unacceptable to teach

kids less than perfect methodology or to test interface designs
with only two users or to do any of the other things I recom-
mend here. I agree that these methods are imperfect. But the
only realistic alternative is to do nothing. Given the amount of
usability work we’ll need in the coming years, it is quite sim-
ply not possible to do it all with deluxe methodology.

The true choice is not between discount and deluxe usabil-
ity engineering. If that were the choice, I would agree that the
deluxe approach would bring better results. The true choice,
however, is between doing something and doing nothing.
Perfection is not an option. My choice is to do something! ◆

Jakob Nielsen is a Sun Microsystems Distinguished Engineer
working on strategic directions for Web usability in the SunSoft
Science Office. His home page is at http://www.useit.com.
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