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ABSTRACT
People make use of software applications in their activities, applying them as tools in carrying
out tasks. That this use should be good for people – easy, effective, efficient, and enjoyable – is
a principal goal of design. In this book, we present the notion of Conceptual Models, and argue
that Conceptual Models are core to achieving good design. From years of helping companies create
software applications,we have come to believe that building applications without Conceptual Models
is just asking for designs that will be confusing and difficult to learn, remember, and use.

We show how Conceptual Models are the central link between the elements involved in
application use: people’s tasks (task domains), the use of tools to perform the tasks, the conceptual
structure of those tools, the presentation of the conceptual model (i.e., the user interface), the language
used to describe it, its implementation, and the learning that people must do to use the application.
We further show that putting a Conceptual Model at the center of the design and development
process can pay rich dividends: designs that are simpler and mesh better with users’ tasks, avoidance
of unnecessary features, easier documentation, faster development, improved customer uptake, and
decreased need for training and customer support.

Supplemental Website, including figures:
http://sites.google.com/a/morganclaypool.com/conceptual-models

KEYWORDS
conceptual model, conceptual design, concepts, task-domain, tasks, tools, task-to-tool
mapping, object/operations analysis, interaction design, user interface design, applica-
tion design, software design, design, usability, software development method, software
development process
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Preface
We have been interested in Conceptual Models for years. We both lived through the rough and
tumble days of inventing the future at Xerox and understand just how hard it has been for the
world to develop applications that work as well as they do. A continuing subject of discussion for all
concerned has been the “model of the system,” the view of the application that the designers hope
people will adopt when using the application.

Yet in all this time, there has been a lack of clarity about exactly what these models are.This is
not entirely surprising, seeing as there are so many different kinds of models, and modeling is such
an endemic effort in the development of systems.

For that reason, in 2002 we wrote an article for interactions magazine – a 2500 word attempt to
encourage designers to “begin by designing what to design”. In the intervening decade, we have re-
ceived sporadic reports that that article has been helpful to some designers and developers. However,
conceptual models do not seem to have become common in accepted practice.

We also noticed that our own interest in conceptual models continued to evolve. We realized
that there was much more to say than we said in the Interactions article. We felt that conceptual
models should be discussed more thoroughly and in a place that was readily available to all engaged
in developing applications or studying how to develop them.

This book is the result.

Jeff Johnson and Austin Henderson
November 2011
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