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George Macgregor 
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Iƚ ŝƐ ŶŽ ĂĐĐŝĚĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ ŚƵŵĂŶͲĐŽŵƉƵƚĞƌ ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚŝŽŶ ;HCIͿ ŽǀĞƌ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ ŚĂƐ 
ĐŽŝŶĐŝĚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽůŝĨĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ICT͕ ƐƵĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ŐƌŽǁŶ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ĨƵůůǇͲĨůĞĚŐĞĚ ƐƵďͲĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞ ŽĨ 
the computer and information sciences and the behavioural sciences. The evolution of HCI reflects 

our need to better understand how humans and technology can interact in order to improve 

ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĨŽƌ ŚƵŵĂŶ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ͘ PĞƌŚĂƉƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ƐƵďͲďƌĂŶĐŚ ŽĨ HCI ŝƐ ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͖ 
and it is this topic which forms the broad focus of Information Users and Usability in the Digital Age. 

The body of literature concerning usability is crowded, encompassing practitioner guides, student 

textbooks and research papers. Most usability principles and issues are admirably addressed by 

Shneiderman et al. (2009) or by Nielsen and Loranger (2006), the latter of whom was recently 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ BƵƐŝŶĞƐƐǁĞĞŬ ĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚΖƐ ŵŽƐƚ ͞ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞƌƐ͟ ;WĂůƚĞƌƐ͕ ϮϬϭϬͿ͘ EǀĞŶ 
older texts that communicate general usability principles, such as Nielsen's Usability Engineering 

(Nielsen, 1994), remain indispensable, seminal contributions to the usability canon. It is therefore 

apposite to ask oneself whether another book on usability is actually required. 

As good as most of the key usability texts are, they often emphasise the technical measures or the 

desŝŐŶ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞ ͞ŐŽŽĚ͟ ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ůŝƚƚůĞ ĞǆƉůŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 
underlying research on information seeking behaviour which often underpins much of usability 

thinking. Some literature can also conflate usability with user experience (UX), the latter of which 

focuses more on users' achievement of pragmatic, hedonic goals and/or emotional responses such 

as pleasure (Bevan, 2008), rather than on usability itself. 

Information Users and Usability in the Digital Age addresses many of these aforementioned failings 

by ʹ as its title suggests ʹ explicitly examining information users and all the related topics therein. 

TŚĞ ƚǁŝŶ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ ŽĨ ͞ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƵƐĞƌƐ͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͟ ĂƌĞ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ďŽŽŬ͕ 
with the first three chapters dealing exclusively with information user issues and the remaining 

seven exploring usability topics. This may appear a little lopsided but it is worth noting that the 

͞ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƵƐĞƌ͟ ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌƐ ĂƌĞ ĚĞƚĂŝůĞĚ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ Ă ĐƵƌƐŽƌǇ ŐůĂŶĐĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ contents page appears to 

suggest that they account for circa 45 percent of the total wordage. Chowdhury and Chowdhury use 

these opening three chapters to introduce the concepts of information users and usability, 

information needs, user studies, information seeking behaviour and associated information seeking 

behaviour models, and information retrieval, to mention but a few topics. The authors also discuss 

͞ŶĞǁ͟ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ƐĞĞŬŝŶŐ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ŵŽĚĞůƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌƐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ͘ 
UsabilitǇ ŝƐ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ŝŶ ĚĞƚĂŝů͕ ĂƐ ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƚŽƉŝĐƐ ŽĨ ǁĞď ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕ ƵƐĞƌͲĐĞŶƚƌĞĚ ĚĞƐŝŐŶ͕ ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ 
and heuristic evaluation. Chapters on conducting usability inspection studies and the implications for 

usable design in an information world where the digital dŝǀŝĚĞ ĂŶĚ ĚŝŐŝƚĂů ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚͲŶĂƚŝǀĞƐ ĂďŽƵŶĚ 
are also included. 

Although furnishing the reader with the theoretical issues pertaining to information users and 

usability, IŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ UƐĞƌƐ͙ also adopts a practical focus. This is particularly obvious from some 

usability chapters. For example, chapter five focuses almost exclusively on selecting suitable usability 

study participants, while another (chapter six) moves into research methods territory by delineating 
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typical usability metrics and data analysis considerations, such as data types and statistical tests. It is 

unlikely that the latter chapter would meet one's entire information need within the realm of 

statistics, but it does add to the perception that IŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ UƐĞƌƐ͙ would be a particularly useful 

͞ŚĂŶĚďŽŽŬ͟ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƐůĂǀŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ ĐŽĂůĨĂĐĞ͘ 

 

In many ways this book delivers a generalist view of information users and usability, thus reflecting 

the multifarious media and numerous information consumption contexts that exist today. And this 

immediately makes IŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ UƐĞƌƐ͙ potentially relevant to a wide audience within the 

information related professions. Curious, however, is the inclusion of a chapter on the usability of 

digital libraries (chapter eight), which appears to deviate from this generalised theme. Its inclusion, 

however, only remains curious until one explores the research background of the authors; and 

although jarring slightly with the overall tone of the book, the digital library focus provides a 

valuable usability case study ŽĨ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ Ă ĚŽŵĂŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĞͲĐŽŵŵĞƌĐĞ ǁĞď 
site. 

G.G. Chowdhury is Director of the Centre for Information and Knowledge Management and Sudatta 

Chowdhury is a Lecturer in Information and Knowledge Management, both at the University of 

Technology, Sydney. It is perhaps as a result of their academic experience that they have delivered a 

book that is both accessible and builds on the extant usability and information seeking literature. 

AŶĚ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ IŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ UƐĞƌƐ͙ ŝƐ ŝŶĞǀŝƚĂďůǇ ůŝŐhter on usability detail than the books of Nielsen or 

ƚŚĞ ƚŽŵĞƐ ŽĨ “ŚŶĞŝĚĞƌŵĂŶ͕ CŚŽǁĚŚƵƌǇ ĂŶĚ CŚŽǁĚŚƵƌǇΖƐ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ǁĞůůͲƌŽƵŶĚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚ 
by extensive use of the research literature (all of which is listed at the end of every chapter). 

InformatioŶ UƐĞƌƐ͙ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ Ă ƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĞĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐƚŐƌĂĚƵĂƚĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ŶĞǁ ƵƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ 
practitioner alike. 
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