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Simplifying Software: Austinite on a mission to make programs easier to use 
 
 
 

Bringing computers 
and their users 
closer together: 
Theo Mandel 
studies how people 
use computers in 
order to help 
programmers create 
software that 
doesn’t totally 
baffle the average 
person. Fancy 
programs don’t 
necessarily mean 
everyone can 
magically use them, 
says Mandel, 
pictured at home. 
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The little trashcan that appears on the screen of Lotus Corp.'s Organizer 
software really annoys Theo Mandel.  
 

People who are new computer users assume the computer icon will act just like 
a real trash can, he says. Using a computer mouse, they drag files they don't 
need into can it to throw them away.  
 

"And then the wastebasket goes up in flames," said Mandel, a software 
consultant who works from his Austin home. "Some software developer thought 
it would be really neat to add fire. But for the user, it doesn't make sense. Why 
would the wastebasket start blazing when all you're trying to do is delete a file?"  
 

Mandel, who has written two books on people and computers for programmers, 
doesn't like surprises when it comes to the way software looks and works.  
 

The burning trashcan is harmless, but for Mandel it points to the larger problem 
of software developed for the programmer, not the user. What wows the 
developer in the next cubicle doesn't necessarily make good software.  
 

"It's a pretty radical concept, making software that's usable," says Mandel, 45. 
"Software firms think if they build really good code, people will magically know 
how to use it. It doesn't work that way."  
 

Making it easier for people to use computers can have far-ranging impact, 
especially for the corporations Mandel advises. Easier-to-use software requires 
less training on computer systems and allows more productivity. 
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Theo Mandel 
      

� Job:  Helps software companies make user-
friendly software  
      

� Age:  45 
       

� Education:  Bachelor's degree in psychology, 
Miami University; master's degree and doctorate
in cognitive psychology, University of Colorado  
      

� Web site:  www.interface-design.net    
  

� E-mail:  theomandel@interface-design.net 
 
     

Mandel’s three rules 
      

Mandel has three rules for software developers:  
      

� Give users control. Mandel advocates giving 
users choices. Example: Let users decide 
whether to use the keyboard or mouse rather 
than designing software to only use a mouse. 
      

� Reduce memory. Reduce what users have to 
remember, that is. Software often requires users
to enter more information than is necessary. 
Example: Car rental agencies usually ask for a 
credit card number twice in taking a reservation. 
"It's the software's fault," Mandel says.  
      

� Be consistent. "There should be standard 
ways for copying and pasting, but then someone
thinks he has a better way, and it just confuses 
people," Mandel says. Example: Computer 
games. Players aim the same way, shoot the 
same, and move things around the same way. 




