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Introduction
Patterns describe generic solutions to common problems in context [Erickson & Thomas,
1997]. Patterns can be used to document design knowledge and facilitate communication
between the people involved in the user interface design process [Granlund & Lafrenière,
1999]. But what are the rationales behind the patterns, are they based on subsequent successful
repetition of a design which then is generalised to a design pattern or is there a theoretical
reasoning behind each pattern?

Design patterns; Reusing components or a source for inspiration?
Software developers have always reused design solutions. We know that the user interface
composes the majority of the code of an information system, but the time and the effort put into
the user interface design process does not reflect that [e.g. Nielsen, 1992]. Reusing user
interface components is difficult, thus the reuse of application code or a design style would be
preferable.

Reuse
Due to the often very tight development schedules nobody has the time to create software
components of a generic nature that can be the basis for actual reuse. Projects tend to borrow
already implemented design solutions and modify the code based on the context of the new
project. However, modifying program code to fit the purpose of a new context almost always
proves to require more time and effort than beginning from scratch.

Source of inspiration
The main advantage with design patterns is their use as a source of inspiration for interface
designers. Just as we use a magazine for interior design when we are about to re-decorate our
house, interface designers can use design patterns as a source of inspiration in the user interface
design process. Designers seldom reuse exactly the same design but you can often see who has
designed something by the look and feel of a system.

How are patterns used, documented and reused in the development
process
When can patterns be applied in the development process and in that case in what activities? In
answering these questions the following issues comes to our mind:
•  How do we communicate the patterns?
•  How do we treat different versions of the patterns?
•  Can patterns inherit from other patterns?
•  Can there be interdependency between patterns?
 
 A very interesting question is the corporate image or the looks of the interfaces. Can patterns
help communicate such a corporate “look”? These are our concerns:
•  What are the requirements on an organisations systems development process for it to be able

to use design patterns in the development process? Will design patterns be like many other
great ideas from the HCI community, such as design rationales or domain specific style
guides? They have been important means to develop the area as such, but will they ever be
used in practical systems developments.



•  Under what premises will people start to use design patterns?
•  Can the design patterns only encapsulate the successful design solutions only, or do they

also document rejected design decisions?
•  Can there be such a thing as a generic design patterns? Is the notion that a general

organisation should test the latest design patterns and grade them based on their usefulness
as a substantial support for the user interface designers in their work? If doing so, patterns
can be used to fool oneself that you do not need to do anything yourself.

Workspace metaphor – a design pattern that works
Limited screen space is one of the major obstacles when designing information systems for
administrative work. The workspace metaphor [Lif, Olsson, Gulliksen & Sandblad, 2000] is
our approach to solve some of the basic design problems, such as task switching and
visualisation of large and complex information structures onto the limited screen space. It is
based on the basic principles of the room metaphor as presented in (Card & Henderson, 1987;
Henderson & Card, 1986).

For a specific domain of work a specific design pattern can serve as a good source of inspiration
to the design. In retrospective the workspace metaphor [Lif, Olsson, Gulliksen & Sandblad,
2000] has served as one of the few high level design patterns that we have reused over several
different domains of applications.

Pattern aspects of workspaces
Is a workspace a design pattern? Yes! Why?
•  The design of the workspace metaphor is based on knowledge of the cognitive processes of

skilled users in a frequent use situation.
•  It is applicable when the use situation is case handling [Gulliksen, 1996]

The workspace metaphor has since been used as a design pattern for administrative case
handling work at the Swedish National Tax Board. Due to the case handling nature of most of
our research applications (e.g. the medical record work and administrative work in public
service organisations and industries) the pattern of the workspace metaphor is constantly and
quite successfully reused. The appearance of each workspace varies enormously, but the
cognitive knowledge that it is based upon and the effect it has for the users is easy to observe.

Experiences from corporate style guides – communicating design
patterns
Before design patterns were common knowledge we tried to communicate design ideas through
domain specific style guides in cooperation projects with several different organisations. These
experiences are important for the development, communication and maintenance of design
patterns within an organisation.

We introduced the concept of corporate style guides [Olsson & Gulliksen, 1999] and domain
specific design [Gulliksen & Sandblad, 1995] in previous publications. With a domain specific
(or corporate) style guide we mean a specification of classes of appropriate interface elements
together with guidelines for interface design using these elements for a given domain of
applications.  Based on our previous experiences from developing corporate style guides we
concluded a number of conditions for the successful application of corporate style guides within
an organisation [Olsson & Gulliksen, 1999]. These conditions would be the same for the
successful and efficient use of design patterns use in practice:

•  Accessible. They must be easy to access online. Developers and users that need design
patterns must be able to easily find and efficiently use the design patterns on-line in their
daily work.



•  Structure. They must be well-structured, providing an overview and a few levels below
that to support the user with detailed information at the same time as it presents the
overview.

•  Navigation. They should be hypertext-based, i.e. with search and navigation facilities, a
possibility to link to different indexes (like contents, dictionary, figure and component
libraries) and to newsgroups within the area.

•  Communication. It should be easy to communicate opinions on the contents of the
patterns, and the users should be able to ask questions on-line and obtain quick responses.
These questions and answers should be available to all users, though perhaps in an edited
form.

•  Maintainability. It should be easy to maintain and perform revisions; the user should be
able to distinguish version number and recent changes.

Our experience is that it is difficult to create a cultural context within an organisation that allows
for all these conditions to apply simultaneously. For example, organisations could easily agree
upon the use of a specific font or style for text, and other low-level details. But, when it comes
to high level elements, such as client identification cards or workspaces (i.e. design patterns),
the general notion was that these elements had to receive consensus within the organisation,
something that proved to be difficult to find in practice.

Summary and discussion
For an organisation to be able to use design patterns in their software development process the
following conditions must be fulfilled:
•  The patterns specification process. Procedures for the establishment and use of

design patterns must be included in the system development process.
•  Patterns project examples. We need example projects that have applied design patterns

in the marketing of the approach.

Generally we believe that: design patterns are appropriate for reuse of design styles but when it
comes to reuse of components we have our doubts.
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