
Professional Usability
in Open Source Projects:
GNOME, OpenOffice.org, NetBeans

Calum Benson
Matthias Müller-Prove
Jiri Mzourek



4/26/04     2 of 12

Professional Usability in Open Source Projects: GNOME, OpenOffice.org, NetBeans

Agenda

 Our projects
 Open Source software
 Challenges of Open Source
 Contributions to improve Usability 
 Conclusion









4/26/04     6 of 12

Professional Usability in Open Source Projects: GNOME, OpenOffice.org, NetBeans

Open Source Software

➢ Collaborative development
➢ Communication in public
➢ Ability to adopt the software to different needs
➢ Distributed ownership of code

● Does this imply ownership of modules?
➢ Engineer(ing) driven

➢ Several contributors vs. one major contributor
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The integration of software cannot 
be achieved by committee, where 
everyone has to put in their own 
additions (featuritis again). It must 
be controlled by dictatorial artists 
with full say on the final cut.

Ted Nelson, 1990
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Challenges

➢ Attitude of developers
➢ Communication is scattered between different 

channels.
➢ Responsibility for the product rather than just 

for his code
➢ Process – Early involvement of usability and 

clearly defined decision-making process
➢ Defining the target audience – We assume that 

users on mailing lists are not typical users.
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Usability Contributions (1/3)

 Conduct Usability Tests
➢ Public reports for GNOME and NetBeans

 Form User Interface Teams
➢ GNOME Usability Project (GUP)
➢ StarOffice User Experience Team
➢ NetBeans User Interface Project

 Provide User Interface Guidelines
➢ Gnome Human Interface Guidelines, 2002
➢ NetBeans UI Styleguides
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Usability Contributions (2/3)

 Spread the Word
➢ Online Chat: GNOME engineers and usability 

professionals use online chat (IRC) a lot for 
direct communication.

➢ Mailing Lists and Newsgroups
➢ Task Tracking System like BugZilla and IssueZilla 

work well for tracking UI issues and requests for 
enhancement (RFE).

➢ Conferences: GUADEC, OOoCon, NetBeans Day
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Usability Contributions (3/3)

 Plan the Process
➢ Defining the target user and collecting user 

requirements
➢ Sun’s Product Life Cycle – Concept Document is 

base of development for OpenOffice.org
➢ Commitment to a definite schedule
➢ Specifications – public for OpenOffice.org and 

NetBeans
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Conclusion

 Integrating a suitable usability 
methodology into open source 
processes should be the first priority.

 Providing usability know-how that 
leads to usable and useful products is 
a win-win situation for developers, the 
corporations, and the users.



Professional Usability
in Open Source Projects:
GNOME, OpenOffice.org, NetBeans

Calum.Benson@sun.com
Matthias.Mueller-Prove@sun.com
Jiri.Mzourek@sun.com


