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Usability challenges: designing user experiences and user communities
“What makes an interactive system useful and usable is not a fixed thing? Usability experts say that what's usable "depends on the users of the interactive system”.  Although usability experts have a point, we also see changes in the notion of usability over time. Our hypothesis is that the notion of the usability of interactive systems depends on the social context in which interactive systems are used.  The social context, in which interactive systems are used, has changed considerably over the last 20 years. The rapid adoption and widespread application of interactive technologies changes the human challenge of making them usable. But our notion of usability has only partially kept pace with the new usability challenges that emerge from the changing context of use.” (Sim D'Hertefelt, 2 February 2000) 
The following usability challenges are identified:

1. Designing for user performance (traditional)
2. Designing the “user experience”
3. Usability challenge: designing user communities (future)
1. The traditional usability challenge: designing for user performance

The traditional notion of usability is aimed at optimizing user performance, or:

    * Ease and efficiency of use

    * Ease of learning

This notion of usability emerged when the social context of computer use changed from a small group of highly technical users who designed themselves the interactive systems they used, to a larger group of non-technical employees who were forced to use computers to execute specialized work-related tasks in a more efficient way. 
2. The emerging usability challenge: designing the user experience

Usability aimed at user performance continued to be the major concern in human factors when the social context of use changed drastically. From specialized production tools in the context of work and in an employer-employee relationship, interactive systems became entertainment boxes and a means to achieve personal goals in a home and leisure context. In addition, interactive systems started to pervade our everyday life through cars, microwaves, video recorders, multimedia kiosks, ticket dispensers, coffee machines, etc.

A new notion of usability is currently emerging that tackles the challenges of this context of use: designing the user experience. Usability as user experience usually answers two different though related problems:

    * The strategic problem of making interactive systems useful for users

    * The psychological problem of making interactive systems accepted by users

When users are not forced to use interactive systems in a work context but choose to use them to achieve personal goals, excellent user performance is not enough. These interactive systems have to satisfy an existing user need (be useful) and they have to be fun and pleasant to use (user acceptance). 

3. The future usability challenge: designing user communities

The future – or even the presence - will show the emergence of a new usability challenge: the challenge of designing user communities. Designing user communities is a sociological problem. To tackle this problem, we will need to answer questions like:

    * What makes people identify with a community, what makes them feel they belong to a virtual community?

    * What makes people participate in a virtual community?

    * What are the concepts and methods we can use to understand human behavior in virtual communities?

    * What are the guidelines we should take into account to design successful virtual communities?

We think the notion of usability, as designing user communities, will appear due to the current change in the social context in which interactive systems are used. This social context is characterized by an emergence of new kinds of organizations, business models, social groups and social interaction on internet on the one hand and an erosion of traditional communities on the other.
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