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Usability and the User Experience

A primary challenge of web-based application software design is creating a user experience

that is both immediate and rich. With the vast amount of information in varying formats

that is presented in today?o0stansarpledask Itisaletrasponsbjlityt hi s i s
of the design team to deliver a user experience that suits the user& needs.

Sam J. Racine, PhD - Unisys Corporation, designated this as Usability - the measure of how
a given user operates a given interface in a given context effectively, efficiently, and with
satisfaction.® When usability is compromised, the effectiveness and impact of the application
is compromised.

Consider the observation of Jared M. Spool in Five Usability Challenges of Web  -Based

Appl i c atSometises, i web application design, it feels like every pixel matters. This

i sndt just a questi on adsthetics. Visual desigp tan hawve a hougedimpact
on how the application communicates its use.

booking an airline reserv.

A user, doing their taxes or
the applinlkcabouttheis screen. Th

mechanics of interpreting
deductions or their vacation destination.

Yet , if the visual design isnbé6t clear and concise, the
what they wish to think about and forces them to try to guess what the designers were
trying to tell them.o?

The advent and evolution of Rich Internet Applications (RIAS) is enabling previous barriers

t o be br ok eWe atenawthe beinning of an era of true transformational change. The
full power of the Internet, globalization and innovative new technologies are coming
together, and in doing so, are changing the rules of business, culture and society.5>

Technology as a Bridge

Appropriately leveraging new technology is one method to effectively enhance the user

experience. Microsoftd sSilverlight, released in 2008, enables the creation of interfaces that

significantly enhance the user experience. Si | ver |l i ght i s Microsoftods pl atfo
new generation of RIAs. This technology has the ability to change the way we think of web

applications by bringing desktop-like functionality to the web.

Mi crosoft points out that fAas these platforms are conv.
also increasingd and the term rich is now commonly used to describe an experience above

the current baseline level of expectation. This evolution in expectations has led to customers

who now demand ever richer experiences that not only meet the needs of the application in

terms of functionality and effectiveness but also address the perception of satisfaction that

theuser has with a companyés products and services. This
between the user and the company.

Figure 1 shows the typical rich interactive application is based on technologies that exist in
the unenhanced browser category. The typical desktop application is at the other end of the
spectrum, using unrelated technologies. The opportunity to bring these together into a rich
application that is lightweight and runs in the browser is realized through the Silverlight-
enhanced browser that provides the CSS/DHTML and XAML design model and the
JavaScript/AJAX/.NET Framework programming model.



There is an overlap between these, and this is where the Silverlight-enhanced browser

provides a fibest of bofh worldso approach. o
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Figure1 Programming and presentation models for the Web. Source: Silverlight and User

Experience - Microsoft Press

Silverlight is created to run on a variety of platforms. It enables the creation of rich, visually

stunning and interactive experiences that can run everywhere: within browsers and on
multiple devices and desktop operating systems (such as the Apple Macintosh). In
consistency with WPF (Windows Presentation Foundation), the presentation technology in

Microsoft .NET Framework 3.0 (the Windows programming infrastructure), XAML (eXtensible

Application Markup Language) is the foundation of the Silverlight presentation capability.®

Continuing the development improvements that evolved in Asynchronous JavaScript and
XML (AJAX), Silverlight is the next step in breaking down technical constraints that prevent
Web applications from delivering the same richness of user experience that a client
application with local data provides.
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save their work in a format that will work directly on the Web. In the past, a designer would

states
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design a Web site and a user experience using tools that provide a rich output, but the
developer would have to meet the constraints of the Web platform in being able to deliver
them. In the Silverlight model, designers can build their desired user experience and
express this as XAML. The XAML can then be incorporated directly by a developer into a
Web page using the Silverlight runtime. Thus, the two can work more closely than ever
experience.
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Real -world Application

In the fulfillment industry, the user experience is paramount - from logging on to the order
system to the receipt of the requested materials. With this being a primary focus, a
significant amount of resources are dedicated to assuring the user experience is seamless
and robust. FulfiliINet Inc. focuses on customized solutions with an emphasis on service and
technology. In response to customer needs, FulfillNet designed and implemented ShopDev®,
a web-based, modular, marketing support solution. During the initial development of
ShopDev®, a core design program goal was for the user to access any desired info within
two clicks. Over time, ShopDev® has evolved with user needs incorporating multiple
enhancements including Campaign Order Spreadsheets, Client Report Viewer and Image
Gallery.

This user-centric approach is continued by utilizing Silverlight in the development of new
ShopDev® functionality to manage fixtures and in-field merchandising reports. This new
functionality required the confluence of multiple types of information including
account/location, fixtures, images and field reports. Silverlight provided a platform to
present this information in a rich, integrated, dashboard-like user interface.

Navigation of a site is often driven by the information the user is currently viewing. Rather
than requiring the user to access subsequent pages in order to view various data, thereby
displaying only portions of the pertinent information at one time, this dashboard style ,
multi - panel display presents the user with an integrated user interface (Ul) that presents
various data in multiple formats. Furthermore, the panels are configurable by the user
enabling them to highlight and drill down to more specific information as they determine
their desired path, without navigating to another page (see Figure 2). Additional benefits of
this configurable, multi-panel Ul are realized in areas where information is being captured
real-time. The user is able to activate panels and lines of information as needed for the
particular story they are telling (see Figure 3).
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Dashboard style, multi-panel Ul enables the user to configure the Ul

as they desire. Each panel can be expanded/reduced as well as re-

positioned by the user. 4
Source: FulfillNet Inc.




Figure 3
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Configurable, multi-panel Ul enables on-demand data access and entry
as needed for each unique situation.
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Additional design features utilized that contributed to an enhanced user experience include:

e Full -screen display - Allows the user to view more info in more detail. Full-screen
display provides up to 40% additional viewing area enabling more comprehensive
display for more effective data-intense User Interfaces. A simple toggle can be utilized to
control access between normal and full-screen display (see Figure 4).

Figure 4
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Fly -outmenu swith preview

capability

i Hovering over the menu titles activates fly-

out menu providing a preview of the available selections (see Figure 5).
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Rich interactive searching and editing
updates to large amounts of data quickly and efficiently (see Figure 6).

i Search results can be edited, enabling

Figure 6
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e Rich media improvements, dealing with images i Preview and detail view of large
image libraries. (see Figure 7)

Figure 7
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Utilization of Silverlight provided the platform for this combination of Ul features that
translate directly to an enhanced user experience by enabling the user to access, view and
interact with a broad range of pertinent information in an integrated seamless format.

Conclus ion

Consideringt he vast amount and varying array of iaAformation
based applications, a rich yet concise & efficient presentation is critical to the desired user

experience. All indications suggest that the amount of information that users desire to

access will only continue to grow. In order 4140 achieve
based application designers and programmers must be diligent in their awareness and

utilization of new technology.

New generation tools such as Sil ver |l i ght and ot her RI Absdepelopvi de t he
web-base applications that continue to break down barriers. When combined with a

disciplined understanding and interpretation of the usersdintentions, the result will be a web

application that delivers next generation functionality.
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About ShopDev ® and FulfillNet Inc.

ShopDev® is a web-based, modular marketing support solution for POP and marketing
collateral. It is customizable by individual business needs to help manage multiple brands
and channels at one time, in one place, taking the guesswork out of the fulfillment process.
ShopDev® is developed with ASP.Net and Silverlight 2.0 as a robust, scalable application.
This allows ShopDev® to be responsive and flexible to changing client, industry and global
needs.

FulfiliNet Inc. is a full-service fulfillment solution company created in 1997 to help clients
deliver their brand message through three core competencies: fulfillment, direct mail and
contact management. For more information about FulfillNet Inc. please visit:
www.fulfillnetinc.com.
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