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Will on-line papers meet the same fate as the Hungarian Telefon Hirmondó phone based 
newspaper? Or will they join the sad fate of the Videotex papers? And among the things 
influencing their fate, what role does interaction design play? 
 
CONTEXT 
It is now well known that the context of use plays an important role in the design of an 
artefact. It is also well known that different design perspectives bring forth different things as 
context. Starting from the activity as a context, which is common in HCI, artefacts, users, and 
goals, are brought forward. However, different perspectives bring forth different things as 
artefacts, users and goals, and different things are said about them. In the beginning, in HCI 
the user was often considered to be a single individual, using an office system, to achieve 
goals regarding production. To simplify design, the HCI tradition created long and tiresome 
lists of detailed design heuristics, which were later condensed into short lists of universal 
heuristics and high level design goals. A renewed interest in producing heuristics and design 
goal lists, emerged with the World Wide Web, and with the move from office work systems 
based on command line and windowing systems to hybrid windowing and hypermedia 
systems for leisure time and household work. This shift of attention furthermore brought 
forward new things as context. The resulting situation is a confused situation where we have 
lists of heuristics and overall design goals, and different concepts of context, with claims of 
universality or at least with unknown scope of applicability. To meet that challenge, a 
literature on work with use qualities (replacing the old taken for granted design goals) has 
emerged, but still, the problem of applicability scope has not been met. Consequently, it 
would be unwise to accept any of these concepts of context, heuristics or use qualities as a 
base for the design of on-line newspapers. Applying a media perspective, the user is given a 
role, such as producer or audience member, and might be seen as a mass of people. Their 
activity is thus different, and the production is often professionalised, although for the web 
this is not as prominent. Their goals of use vary from goal directed search for information to 
browsing and entertainment. Artefacts are conceptualised as media. Furthermore, the 
messages are often seen as belonging to different genres. 
 
GENRE 
Genre has a long history of use in diverse areas, with roots in the study of texts and rhetoric, 
later in the study of modern media, and lately in the study of organisations and on-line media.  
Genre, again, is seen somewhat differently from different perspectives. It is usually 
conceptualised as form and content. Often, purpose is added to the conceptualisation. These 
three things are tightly linked together, since form affects what purposes might be fulfilled 
with a product, even when the content is the same. The role of interaction design would then 
be to find good interaction form for content, supporting the purposes. The context of genres 
are the activities of the media perspective, there is a context of genres and media, including a 
historical context of genres that have preceded the current ones. This historical context is 
linked to a key characteristic of a genre, that it is recognised by one or several communities in 
terms of form, content and purpose. Thus in moving a genre to a new medium, in this case a 
computer based media terminal, it is vital to understand both that a good interaction design is 
necessary to maintain purpose, and that recognition is based on form or/and content. 



HMI workshop Värmdö, 29-30 maj 2002 
2 

In the new medium, a genre will usually not be a fixed thing. It will evolve and change, taking 
advantage of the new medium, and might end up as something very different from the original 
medium. Along with this change, the original on-line form might stay in use. 
Furthermore, the context of genres may be seen from an organisational perspective, including 
all the genres in the organisation. It could also be seen from the perspective of a profession, 
including all the genres used. Or, it might be seen from the perspective of a given task, 
including all the genres for that task. Then it could be seen as ecologies of genres at a 
workplace, included in the diverse activities there. 
Looking narrowly at one genre, it may be seen at different hierarchical levels. At one level 
there is the newspaper, with its overall purpose and its structure of parts, each containing a 
type of content, for example the sports section. Looking at the content of the paper at the first 
level, the content elements may be seen as genres, each having a structure, content and 
purpose. This decomposition ends when the content can no longer be recognised as a genre 
(instead it might be seen only, for example, as a sentence). 
Thus, the newspaper can be decomposed into a repertoire of elements with a hierarchical 
structure. However, the division into elements depends on the perspective. A layout 
perspective will divide an on-line page one set of elements, and an interaction design 
perspective in another, and the relation between the divisions will be hierarchical only by 
accident. 
Looking at interaction as a concept, (as in interaction design), from the media perspective I 
adopt there is first system interactivity, considering physical interaction with the artefact as an 
object. Then there is document interactivity, which considers the interaction with the content 
and structure of the artefact, thus with what is “inside” the object. Finally there is user 
interactivity, where the artefact is seen as a medium, and restricts or enables different kinds of 
interaction between the users. 
 
DESIGN 
Placing a genre at the centre of design, it might not only be seen as a mediator of expectations 
and guide for production, but as a boundary object. As such, it involves different users, 
potentially with different roles, belonging to different communities. A change to the genre not 
only changes the utility of the genre to its users, but also places different demands on them. 
Introducing advertisement demands a sizeable consuming audience, whereas introducing 
moving images demands new production competences and resources. 
Regarding utility, a genre might not be really good, after analysing the needs of the 
communities of users. Introducing change might imply creating a protogenre, the first 
instance of something with a good chance of becoming a genre. 
Working with genre also frames any heuristics or usability criteria giving them a scope. This 
means that it is possible to see in what contexts they apply (using the notion of context 
described here). 
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MY RESEARCH 
In my research, I have firstly, been synthesising the interaction design genre perspective 
presented above. Secondly, I have been researching future services for on-line news, 
questioning what uses and contents different groups (seen as consumers, producers, 
management or interest groups) see for technologies such as personalisation, 3D, and moving 
images, accessed through media home terminals, smartphones and PCs. Thirdly, I have been 
researching the audience demographics of the on-line papers of today, and their views on the 
news services. 
One result is a participatory design method for creating high-level scenarios of future news 
use. The method is an adapted future workshop, where the main modification is a scenario 
building technique. This method may be used when one has a technology vision for the future, 
and want to know if there may be any use for the technology, if it solves any problems, and 
what examples of such use would be. Another result is the future use scenarios in themselves. 
From a genre perspective, when conflicts emerge between scenarios created by different 
groups, this would indicate a negative genre potential, whereas consensus implies a positive 
potential. Furthermore, I have analysed the form of three on-line papers, analysing how form 
affects possible functions, when having news as content. The role of interaction design in the 
life of on-line news genres thus is not yet fully clarified, however I have so far shed some 
light on a few issues. 
My future research is currently being planned, as is the focus of my thesis. 


