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Abstract 

There is a clear shift of emphasis in the 
way in which computer systems in general, 
and database management systems in ppr- 
tlculsr, are perceived i.n the marketplace 
today. Qu8stions of usability are be- 

. ginning to outweigh the more traditional 
concerns with raw performance. The reason 
for this state Qf affairs is obviou8; 
People COSt8,are rig&~ and machine CQ8t8 
ar8 falling. This-pg8s8ntation consLat 
of a critical exasligation of.databa88 
mwagement systems, or more specifically 
the external8 of su0h,eystems, from a 
usability standpoint, 

The talk Is divided into three parts. 
The first Dart. “What Doe8 USabilitY 
Bean?", is an &tempt 

E 
O.captUre th& 

notion.of usability, o at least to 
characterize certain aipects of the 
notion in a variety of helpful ways. 
It is arxued that USabilitY is funda- 
mentally-concdrned with raising the 
level Of abst,q?e~tion.o$ the user inter- 
face in an afiarepriate and coherent 
manner - with th8 8mphaSi8 On "appro-. 
prlate" and %qherent". 

The Second part of the talk, "Where We 
Are Today", conjxasts the upability of 
modern (relational) PyStSm8 with the 
comparative lackof usability found in 
older (nonrelational) systems. The 
usability advantages of the relational 
model and of reJationa1 systems are 
sumnariaid and briefly analyzed. 

The third (and longest) part is called 
"How We Might Improve". Improvements 

are needed in at least four Somewhat 
oierlapplng areas: 

1. Quality of curreht interfaces 

Even though they repreridnt a major 
advance over earlier sjltem8, most 
relational'8ystem8 to,day 8till suffer 
from a nl?diber of uqabiZp;ty probleme, 
specifically with r’e tigito fiiiisihg 
function and wh'at ti&'t Be'toPmed "ad % 
hoc"-nssg. Botp of tbws aspects are' 
illustrated with ‘examplkg.‘. Some 
priacipleis of intekircci design (for ' 
example, uniformity and orthogonality) 
are briefly di8cus8ed. 

2. More semaatice,over currcipt, data 

Raising the intelligence of the system 
(via semantic modeling) can,also help 
to mak,e the rrpstem r&tie ussbl4, iwpe- 
cially nlth regard to database ‘design 
and definition. 

3. NSW kind8 Of data 

Incorporating new kind8 of, data (e.g., 
text, arrays, noncoded,%nformqtion) 
can also help .to r@ise lfhe level of 
the user interface,. eslM+ally if the 
database man&ment function is pro- 
perly intEi&r@ted with appropriate 
statist4c8, word-BrQcelping, graphics, 
and similar packages. 

4. New kinds‘ of interface 

Conventional, wrltten-wordioriented 
query langua&s arei very, &liitns~ in 
many annlications. The Held is wide 
opei fO‘r 'improvements: text-reditor- 
like interfaoes,'vo*ce. infiut'and dut- 
put,BD terminals, plctorlal Interfaces, 
etc., etc. 


