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Contextual Inquiry and Task Analysis 

Problem and solution overview

For Simpsons fans, the internet is a gold-mine. However, the data that is out there is spread very thin, across a large number of sites and protocols. Fans chat about the Simpsons over IRC (Internet Relay Chat), sometimes even watching an episode while chatting. Fans can read up on hidden jokes and movie references on numerous websites. While watching the Simpsons in a group, many fans enjoy displaying their knowledge of the episode by bringing up bits of trivia, yelling out the lines along with the characters. But these different activities are disparate, and require much time and internet expertise in order to accomplish.

We propose to build a “one-stop shop” for Simpsons fans to enjoy the show online. We will build an archive of Simpsons episodes on our site, allowing users to search and browse for the episodes they care to watch. While watching a stream of the show, users will be able to chat and play trivia games with other users that are concurrently watching the same episode. Additionally, we will add to the Simpsons experience by providing the users with timely trivia and explanations of jokes and references.  In depth information relating to an episode will also be available.  All of this will contained within an easy-to-use, easy-to-learn interface.

Contextual inquiry descriptions and results

We chose to perform our contextual inquiries on three groups of fans watching the Simpsons. We observed how people interacted while watching the Simpsons, what kind of additional activities people engaged in while watching the show, and how people obtained additional information.  We were interested both in how people search for that information as well as how they interact with each other while watching the show. We hope to incorporate both environments in our product. 

Inquiry #1: Co-op residents watching reruns together in the shared TV room

At the UC Berkeley chapter of the Cloyne co-op, it is ritual for residents to meet in the TV room every weekday immediately after dinner to watch reruns of the Simpsons together. Typically, 5 to 15 residents participate in this activity. While watching the episode people call out interesting trivia related to the particular episode and The Simpsons in general. They would say things like, “Did you catch what was on the cover of the TV guide on Homer’s coffee table?” because they wanted to both find out more about the details of the episode and point out things that other people may have missed. Almost all the people who were watching the episode had seen it before, so there was interest in the more hidden jokes and references as well as the general storyline. While watching episode reruns there was a demand to find out and share “expert” information, so that viewers were getting more than an exact repetition of the material. As soon as the episode was over the group dispersed: a more serious fan took us to his room and showed us how he watches and collects the Simpsons on his computer.  He had a variety of visual media stored on his computer, organized into folders that he shares with the co-op. He had individual folders for different TV series. For example, he had a folder for Futurama, a folder for The Simpsons, and one for music videos. Within the Simpsons folder he had 50 or 60 episodes labeled by title. He did not group the episodes, but he was able to find what he wanted because he was very familiar with the content on his computer. When one of his neighbors came into watch an episode with him, they discussed what happened in the episode, until he knew which episode his neighbor was talking about, then he played it, routed to his own personal TV and stereo system for a larger screen and better sound quality. Because there was a large fan base for the Simpsons within the co-op, he and others in the co-op trade episodes with each other by making them public on a server. When he cannot get all the Simpons information he wants from his neighbors, he frequents Simpsons fan sites for trivia and chats in the Simpsons IRC channel. 

Inquiry #2: Friends watching reruns together on a computer monitor

We met up with another cognitive science major who is an avid collector of Simpsons episodes on his computer. We observed how he obtained the episodes and other Simpsons information and what he did with it afterwards. We began by looking at his existing collection. Once his hard drive was filled up with episodes of the Simpsons and South Park, he began burning the episodes onto dozens of CDs. The episodes, which fit approximately 20 to a CD, are largely uncategorized and unsorted. He had one TV series per disk and attempted to arrange them by season. He sometimes has friends over to watch the episode of their choice on his computer. In fact, he had two friends over for that reason at the time of the inquiry. He also likes to search for other episodes while watching an old rerun. He has the episode that is playing take up a small corner of his screen while he uses the rest of the space to search for new episodes. He undergoes a two-step process to do this. He first has to find the name and number of the episode. To find this, he goes to SNPP.com where he can enter a line of dialogue and receive a list of episodes that contains that line in its script. He chooses the episode he wants from that list. Once he has the episode title and number, he looks on underground fan sites or in an IRC chat for the episode. He also often gets them from a friend’s ftp. If he does not find the exact episode he is looking for, he browses through the existing episodes on his hard drive.  It can be a lengthy process to locate a specific episode, so he finds it useful to have an episode playing as he is searching. If he is not looking for a new episode, he likes to look up trivia while watching the Simpsons. While an episode in the corner of the screen, he looks up episode guides on the internet to find information relating to the specific episode he is watching. He was very interested in being able to do all of these activities in one location. 

Inquiry #3: Friends watching reruns together in a living room

We sat with three UC Berkeley students who gathered to watch a rerun of The Simpsons together in the living room of a friend’s apartment. They enjoy watching the Simpsons together on a TV, but do not downloading episodes of the Simpsons onto their computers. They watch reruns whenever they are playing on TV and during the episodes they enjoy discussing basic trivia and just chat with each other in general. We decided to watch their interaction to see what people liked to do while watching the Simpsons. An interesting point about this group is that they are not as technical as the others we interviewed. This gave us perspective on what could enhance the TV viewing experience without overwhelming the user with details and options. While watching the episode, we observed that this group, like the co-op group, wanted more information about characters, jokes that ran over multiple episodes, and movie references. In addition to sharing single facts, they had discussions about topics that came up in the episode. There was a continued discussion after the episode was over; this seemed to be an opportune time for them to receive more information.  While they liked the idea of being able to discuss, they did not like the idea of other functions taking up screen space. They wanted more information close by, but rather access it before or after watching the episode. They did not show a lot of interest in having episodes on their computer, but thought it would be a good idea to have access to any episode at any time. Our conclusion is that they are on the fringe of our target audience.  While our prototype is designed for a web interface, the idea could easily be ported to an interactive television platform.

In general Simpsons fans spend a considerable amount of time locating Simpsons episodes on the internet and looking for trivia. Our product would provide easy access to any episode of the show and allow users to engage in a variety of other activities while watching a rerun. They had different ideas of which activities they would enjoy, suggesting that we should provide a flexible variety of options to the user.  

Task analysis questions 

1. Who is going to use the system? People who seek an interactive experience. There is currently a large community of fans who watch Simpsons reruns and look for more information about the show online. Even people who do not already store episodes on their computer showed an interest in having every episode available to them.  These users also showed an interest to having more access to information. 

2. What tasks do they now perform? Currently, users watch reruns on TV and on their computers, both alone and in groups. They discuss various aspects of the Simpsons with friends and fellow fans. They get episodes from their friends and from various websites to store on their computers. They obtain trivia and background information online, in Simpsons books, and by asking knowledgeable acquaintances. 

3. What tasks are desired? Users would like to perform any number of the above tasks at once and in one place. Instead of the complex searches in multiple sites, users want to have access to all episodes and episode information in an organized format, allowing them more flexibility in selecting an episode. Users want a way to chat and compare trivia about a specific episode while it’s playing. 

4. How are the tasks learned? Users apply a wide range of skills that were often learned in other contexts. TV watching and talking while other people are watching TV seem to come naturally to all of us even if they are not necessarily valuable activities. People pick up online chat skills in a variety of chat environments like, IRC, AOL, and Yahoo. Searching for trivia about the Simpsons works in the same way as searching for other information on the internet (which can be a daunting task). 

5. Where are the tasks performed? The tasks are mostly performed at home using a TV or computer, which would usually be in a bedroom or living room. 

6. What's the relationship between user and data? The data, being the Simpsons episodes, trivia, and general show information is meant to entertain the user. Users want to retrieve, collect and store more episodes and trivia, so they can watch, share and discuss them later. 

7. What other tools does the user have? The user has other tools in the form of the internet, books, and other references.  If the episode that is playing on TV does not satiate their curiosity, they can refer to friends or other known resources.

8. How do users communicate with each other? Currently, Simpsons fans often gather to watch the show. There are also chat rooms where fans can discuss any related topics. Some fans make their own websites to share their abundant knowledge with others. 

9. How often are the tasks performed? This depends on how much free time and how dedicated a fan the user is. The typical fan will watch a Simpson’s episode anywhere from a couple times a week to multiple times in one day. Some users may have the Simpsons running on their computers all day long. Looking for episodes would happen at an equally variable interval. 

10. What are the time constraints on the task? Each repetition of an episode takes roughly 20 minutes without commercials. If we were to provide information about an episode while streaming it to a user commercial-free, we would have about that much time to give them the relevant info. Users can search and chat for as long as they want. 

11. What happens when things go wrong? Currently, the most common failure is to not find the episode you desire. In this case, people begin to search for another episode or browse through the episodes that are available to them. If a person cannot watch the episode she wants with the people she wants, she will probably watch a different episode by herself, or none at all. If the person is not satisfied with their results of their search, they may completely abandon the task. Because the task of watching The Simpsons is usually for entertainment value, it is not essential that it be completed. The way the system works now, a person has to look in multiple places for the information they desire. If one source continually fails to provide useful information, they either move on to another source or quit the task completely.. 

 

Analysis of new and existing tasks

1) Find supplemental information on an episode (easy)

Users can currently visit a number of episode guides on the internet to read episode scripts, learn about movie references and cast members, and access other such trivia.  However, users must typically browse through more than one site before getting the desired information.

With the new system, information will be centralized: it can also be presented as the viewer is watching the episode.  This allows us to maximize the amount of information the viewer receives, and simplify the process of accessing the information. 

2) Talk to others while watching an episode (easy)

This typically happens as the user and his/her friends physically gather around a television set or computer monitor to watch an episode together. However, if users have a television and access to the internet in the same room, they can chat with others that also happen to be watching the Simpsons. This takes a bit of coordination.  

With the new system, the user can still chat with other using the old methods, but she will also be able to chat without having to do any coordination. The users of the new system will be able to watch the same episodes at the same time. They will have a chat options so they can talk to the other simultaneous viewers. 

3) Search for an episode & watch it (medium)

The current process for finding a specific episode of the Simpsons takes two steps. First, the user must figure out the title of the episode he is looking for. This involves going to a comprehensive online episode guide (such as Springfield Nuclear Power Plant (www.snpp.com)) and performing a search on certain keywords from the episode.  For example, a search for “Vegetarian” or “Paul McCartney” will bring up a guide for the desired episode “3F03: Lisa the Vegetarian.”) Once the episode name is known, the user can look for it using a search engine (like Google), a friend’s underground website or ftp sites, or by asking for it in an IRC chat room.  Various peer-to-peer file-sharing services also offer episodes.  Some users use VHS tapes or a Tivo-type device to store episodes.  In both cases, accessibility to a given episode is limited by organization.

With the new system, the user will be presented with a variety of search options (episode number, episode title, character, guest star, topic, line of dialogue) with which to locate a particular episode. Once the episode is located, clicking on the name will bring it up in a viewing screen. 

4) Browse for an episode & watch it (medium)

This task is only possible for users that already have access to vaults of Simpsons episodes. For example, if a user knows that his friend has a number of episodes on his ftp site, he can log into it and browse through the episode names until he finds an episode that he wants. This is limited by the fact that the vault is almost certainly not comprehensive and that the user may not be able to identify a particular episode solely based on filename.

With the new system, the user can browse through season or favorites lists to find the desired episode. The episode collection will be detailed and complete, so that every episode will be available and thoroughly catalogued with relevant information.

5) Participate in a trivia quiz game (difficult)

Today, a user must find a quiz game, such as those that take place in the Simpsons IRC channel. He must hope that he will like the topic of the trivia game and find trivia that he finds interesting.

The new system will incorporate Simpson’s quiz games. They will accompany every episode and will be open for participation by anyone who is interested. There will also be general quiz game that is not tied to an episode that can be access anytime. The user can compare his trivia knowledge with the other users of the system.

A pop-up-video type system can also be implemented, allowing for random facts to be overlaid with an episode.

6) Watch a desired episode with exactly the people you want (difficult)

In order to watch exactly which episode he wants, with exactly the people he wants, a user must first obtain the desired episode. Then, he must coordinate with his friends a time & place to meet to watch the show together.

Finding the desired episode in the new system is explained in tasks 3 and 4. Now the viewers don’t have to coordinate a place to watch. If the user selects the episode he wants to watch, he can have his friends join him in the online viewing room where they can all chat together.

Interface Design

Our basic design philosophy involved considering trade-offs.  We hoped to maximize user customization, as well as simplicity and elegance in our design interface.  The interface should be easy to learn and use, but at the same time allow for maximum functionality and customization.  Obviously, this involves making design choices and compromises between trade-offs.

We designed the site with three modes in mind: a normal mode, a full-screen mode, and an extra features mode.  Our design allows a user to transfer between normal and full-screen mode, as well as normal and extra-features mode.  We are also designing the site to allow a user to watch an episode and use other features at the same time.

Within the context of the normal and extra features mode, a user can change the side panel (figure A) to display one of three panels by clicking on the any of the bottom buttons (figure C):  home (episode, bios and credits, button 1), an episode guide panel (button 2), or a search panel (button 3).  An expand button (marked on the first pages of the design sketches) allows a user to display more detailed information in the main window, but at the cost of stopping the episode that is being displayed in the main window (figure B).  Basic video controls are located within the viewing window (play, stop, pause, progress slider, full-screen), along with a “pop-ups” button with enables on screen pop-ups.  The side panel allows for expansion for a given topic using simple +/- buttons.

We illustrated all the side panels across multiple drawings, as well as showed the various video modes.  The three tasks illustrated are browsing for an episode, changing view modes, and searching for an episodes.

