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Software Design & Usability offers perspectives from 
seven distinguished practitioners and researchers. Dr. 
Kaasgaard's talks demonstrate his familiarity with what 
and where participants have published or presented, as 
well as his talent in conducting an interview.  These 
interviews, presented as dialogues with questions and 
answers, are thought provoking and highly readable. 
This book should help in understanding both the chal-
lenges facing the software design community, as well as 
existing usability problems. 

In his interview with Bonnie Nardi, Kaasgaard sets the 
stage by describing his perception of her extensive body 
of published work.  Bonnie talks about her perspective 
on the importance of knowing why before knowing 
how, and understanding the interconnections between 
social networks and technology use.  To help tools and 
practices merge, she recommends reflective approaches 
in software design and the use of ethnography practices. 
Kaasgaard asks Nielsen to discuss some issues related to 
his book Usability Engineering. Among Nielsen's com-
ments are his distinctions between usability and utility.  
He suggests that usability should be a matter of corpo-
rate policy.  Since policies often drive organizational 
cultures, this suggests that usability is most effective 
when woven into the fabric of a corporate culture.
 
In an interview that highlights the significance of early 
work done at Xerox Parc, David Smith explains how the 
Xerox Star development project modeled the real world 
by turning command lines into pictorial folders and doc-
uments.  Kaasgaard asks David to comment on his 
BAYCHI meeting presentation in which he presented 
ideas for improvement of computing, as well as to dis-
cuss how he is using simulation to improve education in 
his current role at Stagecast. 

Kaasgaard's next discussion is with Henderson and Har-
ris, on the topic of  their pliant computing concepts from 
the 1999 Pittsburgh CHI Conference.  They discuss the 
rigidity in the existing computer infrastructure and ways 
in which computer systems can be used in a more pliant 
manner. Their discussion suggests incongruence comes 
from differing levels of knowledge and experience 
among users.

In his interview, Dr. Terry Winograd emphasizes the 
importance of considering software development time, 
time-to-market, and users' level of experience in design. 
In addition, Winograd points out that part of learning the 
language of design is learning history and seeing exam-
ples. Kaasgaard has done an excellent job of including 
descriptions of historical events and real life examples 
throughout this book

Kaasgaard questions Stephanie Rosenbaum about her 
comments at a CHI conference on the strategic impact 
of usability.  She emphasizes that the knowledge of the 
users must be a major consideration when making stra-
tegic decisions.  Although this knowledge is sometimes 
available, if top decision makers are unaware of it they 
cannot consider this knowledge in their plans.

While some may criticize this book for its lack of focus 
on theories or methods, the dialog style makes it easier 
to read and retain, as well as more entertaining than the 
standard textbook.  It offers conversations with people 
who have a great deal of knowledge and experience in 
usability and design.  These experts don't always agree.  
They know what works and what does not work in dif-
ferent environments.  I encourage my graduate manage-
ment students to hypothesize on the participants' mental 
models.  Used in this way, Kaasgaard's book serves as a 
springboard for many class discussions, helping these 
students to better understand and appreciate the different 
perspectives and challenges of usability and software 
design.


