Some reflections on the paper « Vanderdonckt, J., Automatic Generation of a User Interface for Highly Interactive Business-Oriented Applications, in CHI'94 Conference Companion, pp. 41 & 123-124 »





During the last decade, we investigated the area of automated generation of user interfaces (UI) in the Trident project [Bodart95]. Several shifts of focus were observed :


a shift from model-based approach to task-based approach : model-based approaches for automatically generating a UI from information contained in one or several models have been largely investigated and proved feasible. Among these models, the task model rapidly appeared as a fundamental starting point as it describes how a user could or should carry out an interactive task with the application. In a task-based approach, this task model is exploited to derive as automatically as possible a UI model, which is in turn used for generating the final UI code;


generation of an abstract UI rather than a concrete one : in task-based approach, the derived UI model consists in depicting the UI widgets hierarchy in terms of Abstract Interaction Objects (AIO) rather than in terms of Concrete Interaction Objects (CIO) [Vanderdonckt93]. This abstraction allows some autonomy of the UI with respect to a target computing platform and multiple cross-platform generations;


computer-aided design of UIs (CADUI) progressively replaces automated generation of UIs : in the last method, a UI is « blindly » generated from various sources (e.g., models in a model-based approach, parameters, user profile) without any designer intervention during the generation process. Conversely, in the first method, a UI is incrementally built by letting a designer to choose among propositions made by the system. For example, the Seguia system [Vanderdonckt97] suggests to designers which AIO to select for which type of information to input/display, how widgets can be laid out in a usable fashion. Seguia is able to generate the complete presentation (e.g., windows, dialog boxes, buttons, icons, combination boxes) for a UI related to a business-oriented domain;


shift from a belief that automated generation would be usable enough for all kind of circumstances to a proof that it is worthwhile only under precise conditions. In the past, automated generation was hoped as a good way to obtain a usable final UI instantly. It has been shown that the usability of a generated UI highly depends on the quality of information (e.g. in specifications, models). Even after refining it, there is still an obvious difference between a system-generated UI and a UI produced by a human factors expert. Nevertheless, automated generation of user interface and today CADUI are viewed to be efficient in circumstances where a UI should be available very rapidly and when the resources (e.g., time, money, availability) required by a human factors expert clearly outweights the cost of producing it with a system.
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