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Thin ‘retro-fit ’ 
approach it, a t beat, a 
hotch-potch o f 
technology all 
oteaming in the 
wrong Direction.
W hat ut really needed 
in a complete rethink 
of the entire intei face 
which taker a broader 
view of liner nee dr . ..

Internet use reaches 100 per cent
I t w a s  not lik e ly  to happen  qu ite  so soon, but 

re cen t su rveys (A B S , N o v e m b e r  1999) sug
gest that o n e  in e v e ry  four A us tra lian  h o use 

ho lds is n o w  ab le  to co n n e c t  to the internet. 
W h a te v e r  that m eans. O f  cou rse , w ith  the a d 
ven t o f W A P  (W ire le ss  A p p lica tio n  P ro toco l —  
the d e  facto  w o r ld w id e  standard for p ro v id in g  
in te rne t c o m m u n ic a t io n s  and  a d v a n c e d  te 
le p h o n y  se rv ices  through  a range o f d ev ices , 
in c lu d ing  m o b ile  phones, pagers, personal d ig 
ital assistants, fridges and  toasters), it is qu ite  
l ik e ly  that 100 per c e n t o f the p o p u la tio n  of 
A u s tra lia  has such  a c ap ac ity .

A n  in te re s tin g  a n a ly s is  o f  th e  f ig u re s  o f 
h o m e  usage o f com p u te rs  sh o w  that a s ign ifi
c a n t  p ro p o rtio n  o f those  w ith  in terne t a ccess  
(s e ve n ty- th re e  per c e n t) use th e ir  c o m p u te r  
d a ily  —  w h e re a s  tho se  w ith o u t  in te rne t a c 
cess a re  less-frequent c o m p u te r  users (thirty- 
f iv e  per cen t). O n e  c a n  e a s ily  c o n c lu d e  from  
th e se  f ig u re s  tha t th e  d r iv in g  fa c to r  b e h in d  
c o m p u te r  u sag e  in h o m e s  is to  a c c e s s  the  
in te rn e t. T h e  b ig g es t take -u p  is in the  
y o u n g e r  d e m o g ra p h ic : o ve r  se ve n ty  per cen t 
o f 1 8-24  year-o ld s use the in te rne t (o r c la im  
to) c o m p a re d  w ith  less th an  se ve n te e n  per 
c e n t  o f p e o p le  o v e r  the  ag e  o f  55 . T h e  f ig 
ures m a y  no t p a in t a c le a r  p ic tu re , h o w e v e r  
—  'u se  o f the in te rne t' is such  a d iff icu lt  term  
to  p re c is e ly  d e f in e  fo r m a n y  p e o p le . T h e re  
a re  so  m a n y  w a y s  in w h ic h  w e  c a n  in te rac t 
w ith  in te rn e t- co n n e c te d  d e v ic e s , k n o w in g ly  
o r o th e rw is e .

W i t h  an  e s tim a te d  3.5 m il lio n  p e rso n a l 
c o m p u te r s  in h o m e s , an d  w ith  m o re  than  
e ig h t  m il l io n  m o b ile  p h o n e s  in c ir c u la t io n  
(A B S ,  N o v e m b e r  1 9 9 9 ), w e  a re  l it e r a l ly  
f lo o d e d  w ith  c o n n e c t iv it y  o p tio n s . T h e  d ig 
ital a f ic io n a d o s  w i l l  a lre a d y  be w e ll- ve rse d  
in th e  use  o f th e ir  c ra m p e d  m o b ile  p h o n e  
k e y b o a rd s  to  send  sh o rt m e ssag e s  to  e a c h  
o th e r —  bu t for th o se  w ith  n o rm a l- s ized  f in 
gers, an d  fo r tho se  in the u p p e r e c h e lo n s  o f 
the age d e m o g ra p h ics  w h o  a re  still u n a b le  to 
read  th e  b u ttons , let a lo n e  th e  n u m b e rs  on 
th e  s c re e n , w ith o u t  re so rt in g  to  m u lt ifo c a l 
m a g n ify in g  g lasses , a n e w  an d  m o re  user- 
f r ie n d ly  c o m m u n ic a t io n  d e v ic e  is o ve rd u e . 
A n d  as m a n y  o ld e r  p e o p le  a re  d is co ve r in g , 
a rth rit is , fa il in g  e ye s ig h t and  o th e r a ilm e n ts  
are  m ak in g  co m p u te r  use and  internet a ccess  
m o re  d if f ic u lt  than  th e y  sh o u ld  be. It is b i 
z a r re  to n o te  that th e re  are  c o m p a n ie s  that 
a re  a tte m p tin g  to  sa tis fy  th e  n ee d s  o f  the  
o ld e r g en e ra tio n  by d e v e lo p in g  so ftw a re  p ro 
g ram s tha t not o n ly  a l lo w  v o ic e  c o m m a n d s , 
bu t a lso  a l lo w  users to e n la rg e  w o rd s  o n  the 
sc re e n  fo r e a s ie r  re ad in g . T h is  're tro-fit' a p 
p ro a ch  is, at best, a h o tch - p o tch  o f t e c h n o l
o g y  a ll s te a m in g  in th e  w ro n g  d ir e c t io n . 
W h a t  is re a lly  n e e d e d  is a c o m p le te  re th in k  
o f the  e n t ire  in te r fa ce  w h ic h  takes a b ro a d e r 
v ie w  o f u ser needs.

T h e re  a re  p le n ty  o f reports re ce n t ly  p u b 
lish ed  tha t s h o w  w e b s ite  d es ig n  to be w o e 
ful (w ith  an e y e  to a c c e s s ib ility ),  p a rt ic u la r ly  
in g o v e rn m e n t  d e p a rtm en ts . A  w o rk in g  p a 
per b y  the  H u m a n  R igh ts  an d  Eq u a l O p p o r 
tu n ity  C o m m is s io n  [h ttp :/ / w w w .h re o c . 
g o v .a u / d is a b i l i t y _ r ig h ts / c u r re n t_ in q u ir ie s /  
e c o m / W e b w o rk in g _ p a p e r .h tm ]  m ak e s  for 
v e ry  in te restin g  read ing , an d  supports e v e ry 
th in g  I h a v e  b ee n  b le a t in g  a b o u t fo r years . 
Ja k o b  N ie ls e n , w h o  m akes a liv in g  from  such 
stud ies , has a lso  p resen te d  p apers  that in d i
c a te  w h e r e  th in g s  go  w ro n g  [h ttp :/ / w w w . 
u s e it .c o m / a le r tb o x / 9 9 0 5 1 6 .h tm l] . Pu t s im 
p ly , m a n y  g o ve rn m e n t  (le t 's  e x trap o la te  and  
in c lu d e  'c o m m e r c ia l ' )  s ites p resen t b arrie rs  
to  users —  th o u g h  o n e  c o u ld  a rg u e  that the 
d es ig n  o f the  w h o le  c o m p u t in g  e x p e r ie n c e  
c an  be  at fau lt  too .

It is th e re fo re  q u ite  t im e ly  tha t w e  at 
A L IA n e t  are  cu rre n tly  u n d e rg o in g  a re v ie w  of 
o u r A s so c ia t io n 's  site des ign . I w o u ld  h ap p ily  
g iv e  y o u  the  U R L  o f  th e  test s ite  fo r c o m 
m ent, e x c e p t that Ja k o b  N ie ls e n  has p itch e d  
in a g a in  [A le rtb o x  M a rc h  2 0 0 0 , h ttp :/ /w w w . 
u se it.co m /a le rtb o x /2 0 0 0 0 3 1 9 .h tm l] and  sug
gests that o n e  o n ly  needs f iv e  users to test the 
u sa b il ity  o f a site . H is  re se a rch , a lo n g  w ith  
e a r lie r  re sea rch  by T o m  Lan d au e r, has found  
that e la b o ra te  o r ex te n s ive  u sab ility  testing is 
a w a s te  o f re so u rce s . So  w e  h a v e  fo un d  f iv e  
g u in e a  p igs to  take  o u r n e w  site  th rou g h  its 
p aces, and  to d e te rm in e  the best w a y  that w e  
c an  p resen t in fo rm a tio n  on  b e h a lf  o f the  A s 
s o c ia t io n  a n d  its m e m b e rs . A lth o u g h  the  
o ve ra ll a im  is to re d u c e  d o w n lo a d  tim es and  
to o rd e r  in fo rm a tio n  in to  lo g ic a l g ro u p in g s  
for e a s ie r  n a v ig a t io n , the  site is n o w  so large 
—  o ve r  700 0  static pages and  even  m ore  on- 
the-fly c re a t io n s  —  tha t is is d if f icu lt  to sat
isfy a ll p o te n tia l users.

N e e d le s s  to  say , w e  a re  lo o k in g  at m a n y  
o th e r m o d e ls  (an d  in p a r t ic u la r  o th e r lib ra ry  
secto r w e b s ite s ) to see h o w  w e  can  im p ro ve . 
A s  a lw a y s ,  w e  v a lu e  y o u r  in p u t —  if yo u  
w ish  to co n trib u te  and  he lp  to sh ap e  the iook  
and  fee l o f A L IA n e t  s im p ly  d ro p  us a note, e i 
th e r b y  e-m ail o r p h o n e  o r fax.

B u t  g e tt in g  b a ck  to th e  c o m m u n ic a t io n  
d e v ic e . . .  an  id e a l d e v ic e  w o u ld  be e ith e r  
so la r- p o w e re d  o r bette r still, 'n o n - p o w e re d ', 
an d  w o u ld  c o m e  w ith  a f le x ib le  m e m b ra n e  
sc reen  that c a n  be read  in m ost light c o n d i 
tions. It w o u ld  be light, robust, and  ea sy  to 
scan , an d  c h e a p  to p ro d u ce . It w o u ld  ou tlast 
the  user, p o ss ib ly  a fe w  g e n e ra tio n s  o f users 
in so m e  in s tan ce s . In th is w a y  the in fo rm a 
tion  w o u ld  b e  p a ra m o u n t, an d  the  te c h n o l
o g y  b e h in d  it a ll w o u ld  b e  u n im p o rta n t . It 
sh o u ld  h ave  a c a tc h y  title , too  —  to c ap tiv a te  
the  m asses (w o rd s  lik e  'b o o k ' o r 'm a g a z in e ' 
c o m e  to  m in d . . . ) .  ■
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