Zen and the art of appliances
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ETWEEN THE hammer of
increasingly unwieldy software
invil of ever-mome

Wintel

‘1"“'F“"" Fas Inl'h::‘d I‘lli.' CXpeTY

and the

1“'“'|'r.‘-lll | F'.lil\, thwe

ence of the personal-computer user.
Donald A. Norman, the author of The
Imvrsihle i.:nmpu.'rr, recalls hf:rihg
Nathan Myhrvold, Microsoft’s chief
technology  officer, breezily explain
“Nathan's First Law™; “Software is a gas,
it expands to [ill its contamer...we build
bigger, fancier software that requires
vouto get a btggi‘f .lﬂd faster COMmputer,
so we can use up all that space too.”

I the ex F
N

day's PC user can be com

FTeEnce nflu'

pared fairly to being held in
Wintel's tongs and beaten,
then it's not surprising that
the 60 percent of Americans
who don't own PCs have not
sought this experience. And -
moat of us who are pfﬂpffh_-'
grateful for our computers’
word processing, spreadsheet, and In-
termet r.tp:l‘tul"l.rx see few reasons to

upgr.tdr hb1.1|gy‘|'r. Faster bells and whis-
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thes. So what's the computer industry to
do? Just what Mr. Norman says in The
Inwisible Computer: think in terms of de-
veloping information apphances that
suit people’s needs and don’t require
manuals. Concentrate on products that
will become part of a vast, semi-invisible

network of ubiguitous computing,

A COMMONNESS
MANIFESTO
Mr.

that's different from what vou've read

Norman advocates lhile

in the Herring or, 111111-.11-[1.. what vou
believe voursell. Most of us agree now
that smart consumer apphances are the
near farane. '\r|.||, Mr., Nor

man 15 a knowledgeable
student of both the history
of technology and human
psychology—he spemt 27
YEars w ith the Umversity of
Califormia at San Dhiego's
F-s-»-:hn]ugv department and
has worked at both Apple
and Hewletr-Packard

.I.H-ti

thus: engineers aim for continual im-
F_unh,q:[nrul‘\ in I‘N_'I“.'fr .Il:‘l-d l.ﬂt"'.'l.'-'i‘l"{i
features at decreased cost; marketers
INterrogate existing customers, w ho
are usually rechnology-driven early
adopters, and then pressure engineers
to add features that these customers say
they want, frequently without regard
tor the product’s coherence—the us-
ability experts’ concern.

But when technologies mature,
the game changes, Customers enter the
marketplace indifferent to technolog:-
cal glamour; they want reliability, sim-
phl. iy, .u'h‘l low costs. And successful
companies fall victim to inertia when
L nnfntnltng new Teg }'Il‘hllﬂgll"ﬁ that are
rough compared with their existing
products. Spending money on refining
eut __'|,h|:-.|u~|,i F\flhllli'!'l. 1ﬂx'.:|1'1..'|b]\ l"l'1.I.Ll"~
better short-term sersd
M

mosed industrywide syImp

Morman has diag

toms. We've all heard soft

ware vendors u‘ll'r'lp],nnlr'lg
that if they develop an appli-
cation worth more than sso
million, Microsoft will either
acquire them or beat them up
i #he TI‘I.IILI'I }-1 ace—and that

,m_wihmr_r [r“th.&u {0 1mM lulm‘l

uscfully addresses how
COTTIpPATINGS trom |‘.d'lh'llf‘- on
ward can talk the talk yet
mess the poimt entirely.

He describes, for ex-
.unpir. how the I!r:uiurl de-
velopment process necessi
trade-offs

.I|‘|"“I[';F t‘[]FI[‘{'f TS, ﬁ‘.‘l'rlii"'l' s,

tates  design

and usability experts, who
champion conflicting ap-
proaches that are each valid in terms of
their departmental responsibilities. In
high tech, he says, this has translated

just isn't worth the effort.
Meanwhile, anybody who's tried down-
loading a Netscape product through In-
ternet Explorer knows how routinely
the world’s biggest software company
abuses s users, Obviously, both of
these factions—those uninterested n
,Lppih ATLONS W orth less th;l'n 2hi mllion
and Microsoft, with its Sovier-like dis-
regard for users—exhibit assumptions
about profit making that'll play badly

in the consumer-appliances market.
Not only will smarnt consumer

appliances lack the high probit margins
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that, say, Intel is used ro, bur brutal
1|rrr||wl|1|u|1 i vVarws rlm.li.r! N ]!:-l:'-
will lower profits further, And compa
nies l.'..nrk't l"u' .i‘l'lli' {4 ih'lll”i' l'T’lL“.l"\-“ -
grades to their existing customers; in-
stead, smart appliances will need 1o last

fnr YeEars “-'I-IE'I'HLH mainicnance
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‘Irl.‘! .||,-pi1.||1.1. s n'n.nrlnrlw can iu'
III.I].{:'. If we're going to talk about elec-
IFOri .I;'Ilrh.ﬂ‘n s, l“T.'lu OUTSE, W \I"I-*lllld
consider the Japanese, who used them
12 MOy lh- T FCSORITLe e Hl.-il‘n.i 14
tion from war-devastated postieudal

A% r|-u-

].H’P:q‘\! ecconomy. o do so, we I'It‘l‘l-i o

1sm to status world's \-I.‘i'i""l'lll.
rethink our |.,ir ool I*I'-”‘- 1--r d S 1?111.{
time. Just as ten years dghoy Americans
worried thar rhy L'I]"..IIH“\I‘ would own
the zist cenmtury (remember Machael
Crchion's Rising Sun?), T-n|:.|.1_.; W VE
written them off as 2 monibund socwety
freefall. Bur in We Were

”n"r.-:lr, Fhods |-r|1|n.'u!lr weites thar al

N SCOTNOITIN

rl'u.iilgh “our stereol Vi al pecture of the
Jupanese..exactly alike in their dark
blue suits and gold-rimmed glasses”
doesn’t square with images of “brave
risk takers, betting their companies on
some new and unproven e :'Hiﬂl-'_iq}-”
the record shows that this is what they
have repeatedly done.

I'o name but a few of Japan's con-
sumer-technology breakthroughs: In
1964 Sasaki “Doctor Rocket™ Tadashi
developed the first transistor-diode
calculators, putting the first solar cells
and liguid-crystal displays into them
for Sharp. Seiko Epson’s Nakamura
.i-'.LIT'u"\.':l nFi;'llIrtE I TOPTOCCSSOr i ;"I'
nology to warches, then produced color
LCD sereens for TV and ].npl-,qn. Ya
maha's Kawakami Gen'ichi and Mo
chida Yasunon introduced digital syn
thesizers to musicians everywhere

,"-11‘, Iul]nlﬂnnr t,llul:s !i'h: hTI-: ot
I"I'l\ I'.\IJL *-rl‘]'r\ ONeE mesEaar }'ll-' “‘11l1| e
calling the days when Japan began 1o
rebuild atter World War |l and the

lapanese envountered transistor tech
nology, explains: “We were ahire, to
tally afire and we '|;HZ‘I1II'I'I.‘1 ourselves into
our work.” Hrf.l'llh* our present near
sighted image of Japan as a perma-
l\l'r'lrl'l.-' 1.t'l'|.p.!1rr‘1.i Fufl.t', thuat l"l'lrll'q"lt"
l'll."llI.'l..'ll Fire Basn't abated,

Sanyo is planming to mass
produce photovoltaie cells for solar-
generated power to run ordinary house-
l'hl]..‘!u, 1.'l..l'rl"l FECTSsS 1"El'l.1 i | ltjl.-' "u"l']l.t o
local power companies. The company
envistons a global network linked by
\'.*;‘.-ll. Ilni,I.Ll\ flri:‘: I.'..'-i‘lll."\'. &1)" '\l‘u;.rl"
kilometers of ul:'l‘! cells L'nuld et the
world's eneTRY demands., l".nn”-.uuw.
like Matsushita and Stanley are gear-
ing up in LEDs, which will eventually
replace all the planet’s lightbulbs.

Such are the formidable com-
petitors that LS, companies will Face 1n

the smart-appliances market, @

Mark Williams is a science writer liv 'I"f}f"‘

Oakland. Write 1o markred(a aol.com.
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