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My Background and Interest in the Workshop

As an HCI designer at one of the Navy’s research and development centers, I am responsible for the style specifications that define the user interface to be delivered by many of the command, control, communications, and intelligence systems in the Department of Defense (DoD). These systems have to be usable in a range of operational environments, some of which can be characterized as “adverse,” and at various operating tempos, including ones that are high-stress. Individual systems are built from the integration of software “segments” which are configured as applications that perform mission-critical tasks.  DoD publishes style specifications in order to ensure that these segments provide a consistent and usable interface, given that a single system can be composed of 400 or more individual segments. Because these systems, which are currently fielded on CDE/Motif- and Windows-based platforms, will be available on GNOME in the near future, segment developers need design direction that will optimize user performance in a multi-platform environment. The perspective I contribute to the workshop is that of a GNOME and HIG consumer with user interface concerns that represent a mix of “mainstream” issues related to software development, fielding and maintenance, along with military-unique requirements that may not have been considered by the open source community.

Issues Related to Workshop Focus

(1) Policy considerations in defining a “GNOME style”

The HIG provides a set of recommended practices for producing a usable interface, but it does not take a position with regard to design conventions that developers should be required to follow to ensure consistency in user interface appearance and behavior.  While compliance with a set of design guidelines does not guarantee usability, there are some design attributes that need to be consistent on a platform-wide basis and others that can vary on an application-by-application basis. A “GNOME style” might be defined as those attributes required to achieve consistency, with other design decisions based on the results of user testing. When time and funds are limited, developers tend to “defer” addressing usability considerations if they are not stated as design requirements.  Open source developers may bristle at design statements containing “shall” and “must;” however, there are other development communities that intend to use GNOME, and for them, marking important design guidelines as required may improve the likelihood that the guidelines will be followed.

(2) UI consistency and GNOME style

The HIG indicates that one of the most important design principles is to have an application “be consistent with itself and with other applications both in its appearance and behavior.” However, the manner in which the GNOME “look and feel” is configured may impact users’ ability to apply their past experience working in a GUI environment to learning the GNOME desktop as well as be able to rely on these skills as they move between GNOME and other desktops in a multi-platform environment. GNOME provides the mechanisms to mimic attributes of the style of other GUIs (e.g., Windows). However, some of the guidelines in the HIG differ from the visual design conventions that have evolved over time for these GUIs (e.g., push button order in dialogs).  As a result, it is possible that users interacting with an application with a Windows-appearing style will encounter some divergences from that style which will negatively impact the transfer of their expertise with that style to the GNOME application. As indicated in the HIG, "a misapplied, or incomplete, consistency is actually worse than inconsistency." 

(3) Managing the configurability of GNOME 

Given the variety of unique operational environments in which they are used, military systems need the capability to both customize the style attributes of the desktop as well as control the extent to which users are allowed to add, modify, or delete these attributes. The requirement to constrain the flexibility provided by the GNOME environment is at odds with the design philosophy of the open source community.  However, the capability to limit style choices is an aspect of flexibility that should be addressed and available to those development communities whose operational requirements necessitate this implementation.   

