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Does anyonehere use Microsoft Office?  It is used by hundreds of millions of people 
to create billions of documents across thousands of different communities.  What 
happens when you combine MicrosoftOffice, one of the oldest and most complex 
works of consumer software with games?  This is exactly the question that Office 
Labs asked.  Office Labs is the wild side of the Office developer organization. 
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Whatwe came up with is something called Ribbon Hero, a plugin for Word, Excel and 
Powerpointthat is turns the act of learning the various features of Office into a social 
game that can be played during your coffee break. 

LΩƭƭ ŘƛƎ ƛƴǘƻ wƛōōƻƴ IŜǊƻ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭƪΣ ōǳǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŀ 
more important issue.  Why did we do this?  What did we mix the chocolate of games 
with the peanut butter of everyday applications?
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IŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎabout today. 
CƛǊǎǘΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ IƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ 
we have for designing software are good, but they are missing a major aspect of how 
users actually use products. 

bŜȄǘΣ LΩƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 
how it offers unique techniques for filling the holes in application design. 

¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ wƛōōƻƴ IŜǊƻΣ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƎŀƳŜ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎ 
improve applications. 

Finally, if there is time, I want to show what happens when you design a tradtional
application like a blog with game mechanics in mind from the very beginning.  What 
happens if we reimaging blogging as a game?
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I am passionate about improvingƘƻǿ ǿŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭǳŎƪȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ 
ƻƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǎǘŜŘ ǿŜƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ 
gap in our tools.   
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IŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƛǇŜƭƛƴŜ/ pyramid model of how software and users interact. 

Lots of new users enter into the software at the bottom of the pyramid. 

aŀƴȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǳǇǎŜǘ ƻǊ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 
looking for, but a few go on to become intermediate users. 

Finally a very small number of dedicated users master all the features in the 
application and turn into experts. 
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Asdesigners, we take away an important lesson from all this.  Users hate and fear 
complexity and learning.  We see it in our usability studies.  We see it in our website 
metrics.  Huge swathes of our customer base leave in the first five minutes of trying a 
website, blog or application.   The cries of a million users calling out at once is hard to 
ignore.  It leaves a mental mark on a designer. 

7



In response, application design has developed a vast arrayof incredibly useful 
techniques for streamlining the user experience.  

We simplify and combine features so that tasks can be done with less learning or 
fewer steps. 

We layer our interfaces so advanced tasks are hidden away in advanced areas of the 
UI. 

And then we kill features.  We reduce the scope of the application by chopping 
features that only a small percentage of our audience will ever use.  Who would ever 
really use that we ask. 
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The problem is that the pyramid model is a lie.   It works for the first five minutes of 
your application.  It works for shallow tools that perform limited tasks.  However, as 
soon as you hit upon a useful and interesting server or application, the model starts 
breaking down. 

Given time, people do crazy things with your software. Wordpressis a perfect 
example of a passionate community of users base that pushes the basic product, a 
ǎƛƳǇƭŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ŘƛŀǊȅΣ ƛƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΦ 

Boom!  Of they go in this direction.  And that direction!  So much for the tidy 
pyramid. 
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In the delightful process of crazypeople doing crazy things, you start getting cultural 
explosions. 

Someof the advanced users seed entirely new markets.   The daily diary spawn into 
news aggregators, photo galleries, book promotion sites and more?  Look at book 
ōƭƻƎǎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƭƻƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ Řŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 
ŎǊŀȊȅΦ  ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ŜǾŜƴ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ artform like books are both created and 
marketed. 

What is wonderful about these cultural explosions is that they create the exact 
ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǿ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇȅǊŀƳƛŘΦ  LƴǎǘŜŀŘ 
they act as magnets that pull in an entirely new population of users and actually 
expands your market in radical ways. 
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In turn these epicenters of culturalutility spawn their own adventuresome users.   
Now we have policalblogs, gossip blogs, small business blogs and PR blogs.  Think 
about: Blogs are now one of the simple most important methods of communication 
for large companies like Google, Microsoft and thousands of others.  There are 
entirely new PR, marketing and community management careers built around the 
advanced mastery of our basic daily dairy. 
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WordPresscertainly has witnessed this sort of explosion of tool mastery.  There are 
9432 plugins last time I checked.  Wow. 

It can be overwhelming.  I see all these plugins and I have no idea what to do with all 
of them.  Sure, consultants and the community can help to a certain degree, but the 
complexity is shocking to many users.  As an application designer I have an immediate 
urge to simplify, layer and organize the functionality so that it is more 
comprehensible and elegant. 
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