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Appliances Have Become 
Like PCs:
Too Complex for Their Own 
Good

Almost from the day personal computers were 
invented, people have complained about how 
complex and hard to use they are. Why, people ask, 
can't they be more like home appliances?

Be careful what you wish for. That transformation is 
occurring, though not in the direction people were 
hoping. PCs aren't getting easier to use, but 
appliances -- TVs, telephones, cameras, washing 
machines, microwave ovens -- are getting harder.

The average house is now crammed with machines 
too smart for their owners' own good. These are the 
devices on which we are utterly dependent, but over 
which we have no mastery. Sometimes we can 
barely even use them.

It's a bit like Orwell's famous comment about the 
future being a jackboot forever stomping on a 
human face. But instead of a boot, substitute a 
digital camera, one you can never figure out how to 
download from properly.

A few months back, I bought a new home-theater 
system, with separate components for picture and 
sound, plus a DVD player and video recorder. Each 
component had its own inputs and outputs and 
controls -- and the combinations and permutations 
quickly became exponential. I spent an evening 
trying to set it up and failed. I had to resort to hiring 
someone to come by and show me how to get it 
going.

After that, I began noticing how many other 
machines containing some sort of digital technology 
I had around my house that I didn't really know how 
to use. I found them everywhere, even in my car. 
We've been in daylight-saving time for weeks now, 
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and the clock on my car radio is still an hour behind. Changing the time is done completely differently from 
how it was on my old radio, which was stolen and replaced. Who knows where the manual is.

People who write about technology are often asked why computers are so complicated. Truth is, there are 
lots of reasons.

For one, computers started out as office machines and have been evolving slowly since, with no real chance 
to make a fresh start to take into account the more average-consumer role they now play.

In the case of Wintel machines -- those using Windows and Intel -- it's because no one "owns" and controls 
the whole system, a fact that makes them inexpensive, too.

Of course, PCs are also complicated because they do lots of things. Today's PC is typewriter, post office, 
photo album, stereo, bookshelf, game console and much more.

During the PC industry's early years, software was often judged on how many features it had, leading to 
bloated products. That sad chapter is being repeated now in home appliances. We have feature-bloat in 
machines that never used to have features at all. Look at the row of phones at a big electronics store, each 
jumping up and down screaming, "Pick me! I have Caller IQ!" "No, pick me! I have Sound Select!"

"Profound simplicity" would be the best feature, but manufacturers seem to think that sales tag wouldn't 
move a lot of product.

All this is happening because the chips that make your PC smart are now so cheap you can put them 
everywhere. And that is where they are ending up, whether they are needed or not. The result is a new 
epidemic of man-machine alienation.

At least with PCs, most people develop a growing sense of competence because the machines tend to work 
the same way from year to year. Not so with appliances. Each one is a design island unto itself, with a whole 
new set of rules, sometimes even from one model to its successor.

So many things about the gadgets in my house remain a mystery to me. Usually, I can solve the mystery by 
taking the time to read the instructions, but I am troubled by the idea that on account of "smart" electronics, I 
now must read a manual to make toast.

The answer to all this is good design, but judging by the lack of it, one presumes good design is a hard thing 
to come by. The solution isn't always just to make things simple. In doing so, you often deprive them of 
some of their usefulness. Sometimes, good designers will have the courage of their convictions to force 
people to spend time teaching themselves how to use something worthwhile.

Most people don't mind learning a new tool if they sense that in doing so they are encountering some overall 
logic and design, where new skills build on old ones in steady steps toward mastery. But many give up when 
they realize the various drills they are memorizing are totally arbitrary. Shoelaces, for instance, are hard to 
master. But once you do, the world is at your feet.

Good design involves seeing things with fresh eyes. My favorite example of this sort of thinking outside the 
box involves hardware, though not the PC sort.

Everyone with a tool chest knows there are two basic kinds of screwdrivers: Phillips head and straight blade. 
Someone much smarter than I am, looking at the two side by side for the first time, asked why they weren't 
simply called "plus" and "minus."

• Send your comments to lee.gomes@wsj.com, and check back on Friday for some selected letters at WSJ.
com/Portals.

file:///C|/My%20Documents/research/media/wsj_usability_article.htm (2 of 4)11/28/2004 5:55:31 PM

http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;5527938;8030870;q?http://shopwireless.sonyericsson.com/store/handset_P800.asp
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;5527938;8030870;q?http://shopwireless.sonyericsson.com/store/handset_P800.asp
http://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;5527938;8030870;q?http://shopwireless.sonyericsson.com/store/handset_P800.asp
mailto:lee.gomes@wsj.com
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,portals_exchange,00.html


WSJ.com - Portals

 

Updated May 12, 2003

           
Sponsored by

 
Return To Top

Corrections    Contact Us    Help    About Dow Jones    Mobile Devices    E-mail Setup 

Account Information    Privacy Policy    Subscriber Agreement 

Copyright © 2003    Dow Jones & Company, Inc.    All Rights Reserved 

Copyright and reprint information. 

 

file:///C|/My%20Documents/research/media/wsj_usability_article.htm (3 of 4)11/28/2004 5:55:31 PM

http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB105268951198719300-search,00.html?collection=wsjie%2F30day&vql_string=Appliances%3Cin%3E%28article%2Dbody%29#
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB105268951198719300-search,00.html?collection=wsjie%2F30day&vql_string=Appliances%3Cin%3E%28article%2Dbody%29#
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB105268951198719300,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article_print/0,,SB105268951198719300,00.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB105268951198719300-search,00.html?collection=wsjie%2F30day&vql_string=Appliances%3Cin%3E%28article%2Dbody%29#
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB105268951198719300-search,00.html?collection=wsjie%2F30day&vql_string=Appliances%3Cin%3E%28article%2Dbody%29#
javascript:CopyrightPopUp()
javascript:CopyrightPopUp()
http://ad.doubleclick.net/jump/N3324.wsj.com/B1135922.5;sz=230x33;ord=123456?
http://online.wsj.com/article/0,,SB105268951198719300-search,00.html?collection=wsjie%2F30day&vql_string=Appliances%3Cin%3E%28article%2Dbody%29#top
http://online.wsj.com/public/corrections
http://online.wsj.com/public/contact_us
http://online.wsj.com/help_center
http://www.dj.com/
http://online.wsj.com/public/mobile_devices
http://public.wsj.com/emailcenter/subscribe.html
https://online.wsj.com/acct/setup_account
http://online.wsj.com/public/privacy_policy
http://online.wsj.com/public/subscriber_agreement
javascript:CopyrightPopUp()


WSJ.com - Portals

file:///C|/My%20Documents/research/media/wsj_usability_article.htm (4 of 4)11/28/2004 5:55:31 PM


	Local Disk
	WSJ.com - Portals


	GFJJGDFAFPBEFGKPANABHHHMPFHPIPNM: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: 9
	f2: 


	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: field=vdkvgwkey&field=main-hed&field=article-doc-date&field=article-doc-publication&field=article-doc-id
	f2: sort-string=article-doc-date+desc+main-hed+asc
	f3: article-body
	f4: collection=wsjie/30day
	f5: collection=autowire/30day&collection=barrons/30day
	f6: 

	f7: 

	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: BOEH
	f2: company-research
	f3: company-research-symbol-ambiguity
	f4: Portfolio1
	f5: 3.0
	f6: Portfolio
	f7: include
	f8: skip-read
	f9: skip-write
	f10: wsjie
	f11: 
	f13: nvp-set-p-sym
	f14: usstock usfund
	f15: stem
	f16: 200
	f17: 
	f18: 
	f19: quote
	f20: Portfolio
	f21: wsjie

	f12: 

	form4: 
	x: 
	f1: field=vdkvgwkey+main-hed+article-doc-date+article-doc-publication+article-doc-id
	f2: sort-string=article-doc-date+desc+main-hed+asc
	f3: article-body
	f4: PORTALS
	f5: collection=wsjie/archive
	f6: 
	f8: {Portals}

	f7: 




