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SUMMARY

Design patterns and pattern language has recently
emerged as an approach to human-computer interaction
design. This follows their adoption by the software
engineering community. In many respects HCI being
closer to urban and building design—the domain in
which pattern language was developed—than software
architecture, may have more to gain. This panel will
bring together a number of people involved with patterns
in HCI to present these ideas, and air controversies that
surround them.
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INTRODUCTION

The idea of recording successful solutions to recurring
design problems as design patterns was taken up by the
software engineering community in the late 1980's [5, 9,
13, 8]. The immediate precursor to this use was the
development of a particular approach to urban and
building design by the architect Christopher Alexander
and colleagues in the 1970's [1, 2]. It is perhaps
surprising that an idea developed to express design
solutions that directly influence the occupants'
experience of architecture, should first be taken up
within the software domain by designers of software
architecturewhere there is no necessary impact upon
the users. Actually, some significant early developments
in human-computer interaction (HCI) design were
influenced by the design pattern idea [16, 15, 3].
However interest in the development of specifically HCI
design patterns is relatively recent, stimulated by a series
of international workshops [4, 10, 11, 6, 12] and both
formal and informal publications [14]. A Task Group on
HCI Design Patterns has been set up under IFIP
Working Group 13.2: Methodology for User Centred
Design, to promote this development.
The community's understanding of the design pattern
concept and its application in HCI design has undergone
some evolution throughout this initial period. At first
sight, the idea of a design pattern appears perfectly
straightforward: it is just a particular format for
documenting extended guidelines. The pattern language

in which design patterns are embedded is simply an
organisational device (hierarchical decomposition) to
facilitate the identification of a required pattern.
This first impression is however deeply misleading. The
form of design patterns as presented by Alexander, and
adopted by many pattern writers in different fields, was
intended merely as a vehicle for the transmission of a
deep, ‘user centred’ philosophy of design. Essentially,
for Alexander, a pattern is a fundamental invariant in the
deep geometry of the world. (Thanks to Tom Ericson for
that phrase.) The social and personal dimensions of
human experience are part of this multidimensional
space. A documented design pattern attempts to convey
the essence of an invariant, in a useful way so that it may
be incorporated into new designs.
Proponents (and detractors) of pattern languages,
acknowledge this philosophical underpinning to a
greater or lesser extent. In fact, some proponents who
use design patterns to practical effect find reference to
Alexander’s intention for them deeply irritating and
irrelevant. Others would see this as entirely missing the
point. This in turn feeds a dichotomy in approach to
using patterns between those who emphasise the product
(published design patterns) and those who emphasise the
process (the development and use of patterns to enhance
communication between the stakeholders in a project).
There may well be merit in both of these positions, and
others yet to be articulated. This will be determined
through experience with patterns in HCI design, which is
starting to accumulate, and debate amongst proponents,
which initiative such as this panel carry forward.
FORMAT

We propose to adopt the format that proved very
successful in the panel discussion on patterns at CHI
200l. The different positions came across well, and
lively participation from the audience was provoked.
As the concept of design patterns in HCI may be new to
many of the audience, it will be necessary to begin with
a brief introduction and background. This should take
no longer than 15 minutes. Examples of HCI patterns
and their application will be given.

Each panellist will be given one minute to present a
succinct statement of their position.
Discussion will be initiated by the moderator posing a
broad question on the status of patterns in HCI design,
intended to bring out differences between the panellist.
After responses from the panel, questions and comments
will be invited from the audience for the panel's
response. Based on prior experience we envisage this
will generate lively debate within the panel, and with the
audience. The moderator will have a reserve list of
questions should audience participation fail to
materialise.
POSITION STATEMENTS FROM EACH PANELLIST

Jan Borchers: HCI is much closer to architecture than
to software engineering. Therefore, we should largely
adapt Alexander's notion of patterns, and change it consciously for HCI. Just using patterns as a format for expert communication, as it is done in current software engineering pattern practice, ignores their potential. Instead, I suggest using them to express design experience
not only in HCI and software engineering, but also in the
application domain of interactive system design projects,
and to make sure they are readable by professionals and
non-professionals alike. This creates three pattern languages that help the interdisciplinary design team talk to
each other.
Richard Griffiths: The immaturity of HCI design and
the continuing rapid development of its supporting medium (display technology, memory capacity, processor
speed, etc.) makes the quality of patterns produced dubious, and their applicability ephemeral. However, the
idea of patterns, if understood in depth, and particularly
with reference to Alexander’s work on design space
analysis which preceded the development of pattern language, has profound implications for HCI design practice. It places particular emphasis on the capture and
analysis of the full range of requirements; technical,
economic, physiological, psychological and social that
must be addressed in the implementation of each design
detail, and proposes a method whereby this otherwise
overwhelming complexity can be handled. Thus in the
short term, it is thinking in patterns when designing HCI,
rather than the production of patterns per se that is appropriate.
Martin Hitz: Usability / HCI Patterns are a very exciting idea. But it remains to be seen whether they will
have as successful a story as patterns in the area of software engineering. The reasons for a possible decline of
the idea being: HCI seems to be quite congenial to Architecture, an area where Alexander's approach has
failed (in my opinion). There seems to be a good deal of
an 'artist' in the self-image of 'interface architects' which
might reduce the willingness to adhere to somebody

else's predefined solution patterns. We are still missing
a standard 'bible' in our field, something that spreads the
idea, especially among the practitioners like the GOF
book. In order to create such reference work, we need a
common understanding of the pattern languages to be
used and the different subfields ('strata') of HCI to which
patterns should apply. In software engineering, part of
the success seems to be rooted in the fact that already
very early different strata evolved which gave rise to
relatively homogenous treatment of DESIGN patterns,
ANALYSIS patterns ARCHITECTURAL patterns.
Lyn Pemberton: There is a long list of interesting
issues to be pursued at this stage in the application of
design patterns to interaction design. The most
immediate for me are those relating to the use of patterns
in HCI teaching, where they can play two main roles:
1. As a knowledge representation formalism: patterns
can be an alternative/complement to guidelines as a
way of packaging up craft knowledge
2. As a thinking tool: abstracting away from concrete
examples to formulate general patterns is potentially
a way of ensuring that students have a deep
understandomg of interaction problems and can
find new, creative solutions outside current
paradigms.
Helen Sharp: My position is based on my experience of
co-leading the Pedagogical Patterns Project which
started in 1996, rather than any experience of trying to
apply pattern ideas in HCI. When the project started, we
didn’t intend to collect patterns, we simply wanted to
collect together reusable experience of teaching Object
Technology in a homogeneous form that could be shared
easily. In this sense, patterns have helped us achieve our
goals, and have produced a community of people around
the world who have all contributed their ideas and comments for others to see, use, build upon and learn from.
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