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F
OR 1997, MICROSOFT 
Corp. should resolve to 
make its Windows op­
erating systems and 
Office application pro­

grams easier to use. I'm not 
talking about change for change's 
sake, the planned obsolescence 
that many people think dominates 
the computer industry. No, I'm 
talking ahout simple, intuitive, 
straightforward changes to Win­
dows 95 that would make using 
Windows-based computers more 
enjoyable. 

My higgest complaint with 
Windows comes from v.indows 
that can't he resized (stretched to 
make them wider 01' taller). Win­
dows is filled with them. Select 
"Open" from the "File" menu in 
any Microsoft application and 
you'll see a selection of 10 or 20, 
with a scroll bar that lets you see 
another 10 or 20 files. What hap- . 
pens if you are in a directory with 
300 files'? You have to painstaking­
ly scroll through your directory, 
hoping to find the particular me 
you want. 

That's infuriating when you 
are sitting at a computer with a 
15-inch or 17-inch screen. It would 
make far more sense to let the 
user stretch the Open window so 
more files could be seen at the 
same time. 

Another big complaint comes 
from the way Windows handles 
those scroll bars themselves. 
Sometimes, Windows scroll bars 

are "synchronous": The contents 
inside the window scroll as you 
move the scroll bar v.ith your 
mouse. But other times, the scroll 
bars are not synchronous: You 
move the scroll bar, but the 
contents inside the window don't 
get updated until you let go. 

Synchronous scroll bars are 
easier to use than the other kind 
because they eliminate the guess­
work by immediately showing you 
how far down in your document 
you are going to be moving in re­
sponse to a click-and-drag on the 
scroll bar. 

When Microsoft first started 
playing around with 
scroll bars in the 1980s, 
computers weren't fast 
enough to keep up with 
synchronous scroll bars. 
But they are today. 

Microsoft's Multiple 
Document Interface \\1n­
dows are yet another 
holdover from the 1980s -
from Windows 2.0, in fact 
- that similarly have got 
to go. An MDI window is 
a window whose sale 
function in life is to hold 
other windows. That's a 
lot of windows, too many 
for my taste. 

Once again, Word for 
Windows 95 is a prime of­
fender in this area: When 
you run WFW95, the 
program creates a huge 

window that obscures the major­
ity of your computer's screen. You 
then create other word document 
windows inside this big MDI win­
dow. 

MDI \\indows waste one of the 
most crucial resources on comput­
ers today: screen real estate. And 
they're clearly not needed: Net­
scape Navigator doesn:t use them, 
nor does Microsoft's O¥lIl Internet 
Explorer, nor does Microsoft 
Word on the Macintosh. So why 
do MDI v.indows dominate other 
Microsoft products, like Access 
and Excel? Mostly because it's 
easier and more fun for program­
mers to add new features to a 
product than go back and fix their 
mistakes. 

Under the hood, there are 
deeper problems still v.ith Win­
dows. Consider the way programs 
are installed: You double-click on 

a special installer program (con­
fusingly named SETUP.EXE, no 
matter what the name actually 
happens to be). This program asks 
you some questions, then copies 
the necessary files to your hard 
drive. It all seems so simple - until 
you want to move the program to 
some place else on your hard 
drive. Then everything breaks. 
That's because many programs 
that run under Windows actually 
install little pieces of themselves 
all over yom' hard drive, and every 
little piece needs to know the loca­
tion of' every other little piece. 

This fragmented installation 
"footprint" makes unjnstaIling 
programs even more difficult. 
That's one of the reasons there is 
a thriving market for Windows 
"deinstallation'" programs, such as 
CleanSweep, Remove-It, UnIn­
staller and WinDelete. The irony 
is that most application programs 
sold today come with their own 
deinstallation programs. TheBe 
third-party products are success­
ful because the deinstallation 

programs that come v.ith applica­
tions rarely work properly. 

Useability is important for 
many reasons. For starters, a pro­
gram's useability is directly 
responsible for how good we feel 
about using it. In today's increas­
ingly computerized society, the 
useability of computer programs 
is important. 

Useability also contributes to 
efficiency, speed of use and overall 
productivity. Programs that are 
hard to use waste time: Just think 
about the time wasted scrolling 
around Open and Save windows 
because you can't resize them. 
Sure, it's only a few seconds here 
and a few seconds there, but all of 
those seconds add up. I easily 
open 200 mes a day. If this pro­
cess could be shortened by just 
one second, I'd have an extra 20 
hoUl's every year. 

Unfortunately, real strides for­
ward in useability frequently 
require rev..Titing or even rein­
venting fundamental aspects of 
computer programs. That's why 
we're unlikely to see big strides in 
this area from a company that 
dominates a particular product 
category. After all, change in­
volves risk. 

Perhaps most important, a 
company's current customers fre­
quently don't like changes in the 
interface. Interfaces that are easi­
er to use threaten 'people who 
spent a lot of time mastering the 
older, more difficult interface. 

That's why competition is so 
important in the computer indus­
try. And'that's why the current 
domination by Microsoft is so un­
healthy. 

Technolo[fIJ writer Simsrm L. Gar­
finkel can be reached at pl1J{Jged­
in@simsO'Y"net. 


