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While waiting for the 
Visual Interaction Design 
(VID) meeting in C H I  
'94, I looked at the screen 
at the title: 'Visual Inter- 
action Design', and won- 
dered, ' W h y  do we use 
the word interaction and 
not internee or dialogue?' 
The word interface is 
almost universally used, 
and everybody knows 
what an interface is. Dia- 
logue may also be a good 
word, and it commonly  
replaces the word inter- 
face in several publica- 
tions. Interaction seemed 
intuitively a good word to 
describe what visual 
designers do, but what  is 
the difference between 
interaction, interface, and 
dialogue? I thought  about 
these concepts during 
Loretta Staples' presenta- 

its o f  a system, determines where the 
system ends and where the environment  
starts, and it is the medium to commu-  
nicate from the environment  to the sys- 
tem and from the system to the 
environment.  As visual designers we 
should ask ourselves: do we design the 
medium to communicate  or the actual 
communica t ion  process? 

The  word dialogue is c o m m o n  in 
human communicat ion.  A dictionary 
definitio~ says that dialogue is the con- 
versation between two or more persons. 
Within  the context o ' fhuman-computer  
interaction, the word dialogue has been 
commonly  used to describe the "dia- 
logue boxes". These are windows that 
appear on the screen as parts o f  a task 
sequence and disappear after a user 
action. C o m m o n l y  we find the dialogue 
boxes to be text-oriented with buttons 
and text-entry fields. This use o f  the 
concept of  dialogue in the human-com-  
puter interaction seems to be far away 
from the general concept o f  dialog in 

word dialogue is used in very limited 
contexts. Many  would agree that their 
job is to design the medium through 
which the communica t ion  between 
human  and computer  takes place (inter- 
face), but  surely many would  consider 
this a very limited view. 

Hartson and Hix (1989) ment ioned the 
problem of  misunderstanding the con- 
cepts o f  dialogue and interface and 
although they provided a definition for 
these concepts, they use them synony- 
mously 'just as they are in most  o f  the 
literature.' They  defined the dialogue as 
'the observable two-way exchange of  
symbols and actions between human  
and computer, '  and interface as 'the sup- 
porting software and hardware through 
which this exchange occurs. '  According 
to this definition, dialogue is limited to 
the 'observable' exchange. Therefore, all 
the user-dependent psychological vari- 
ables that cannot  be observed directly 
are excluded from this definition. It is 
no longer debatable that to perform 

Visual Design of Interaction, Dialog, or Interface? 
t ion at C H I  '94. She frequently men- 
tioned the word interface to refer the 
work we do, and only few times men- 
tioned the idea o f  interaction. She said 
that she presents herself as an 'interface 
designer,' not  as a visual interaction 
designer. This situation made me won-  
der about the meaning o f  our work. 
Wha t  does it mean to be a visual inter- 
action designer? Are we designing inter- 
action, interface, or dialogue? This 
column intends to present different 
ideas o f  the concepts o f  interaction, 
interface, and dialogue. It also intends 
to provide a viewpoint for visual interac- 
tion design, that may help us in finding 
our identity within this complex and 
diverse area o f  study. 

The  word interface has been used in dif- 
ferent contexts to refer to the boundary  
or interconnection between two sys- 
tems, in this case, human being and 
computer. According to the general sys- 
tems theory, a boundary  defines the lim- 

human  conversation. The  dialog boxes 
'force' the user to give an answer. 

The  word interaction means 'reciprocal 
action or influence', and is formed by 
two parts: interaction = inter + action. 
In the human-compute r  interaction 
area, this definition seems to imply the 
coexistence of  humans and computers.  
It seems that the idea o f  reciprocal 
action puts a human  and a computer  at 
the 'same level of  capabilities.' From this 
perspective, the word interaction may 
not reflect the way humans and com- 
puters work together in these days, but  I 
believe it reflects the way we want to 
work with the computer  in the future. 

Pdthough there is a lack o f  consistent 
definitions in the human-compute r  
interaction field, the word 'interface' 
seems to be very well accepted to 
describe the work the human-compute r  
interaction communi ty  performs, the 
word interaction is rarely used and the 

research in human-compute r  interac- 
tion it is important  to understand 
human  characteristics. Theories o f  
memory, human  perception, human  
problem solving, and motivation are 
important  in human-compute r  interac- 
tion. Therefore, according to this defini- 
tion, 'dialog' does not  seem to be the 
right word to describe the work of  
designers in the area o f  human-com-  
puter interaction. O n  the other hand, 
the definition o f  interface as the media 
for the exchange seem to be limited to 
the construction o f  the boundary  
between human  and computer,  wi thout  
an observation o f  the interchange 
objects and processes. 

Shaun Marsh (1990) defined interac- 
tion as having two parts: dialog and 
interface. This definition may provide a 
closer perspective to the type o f  work 
that a visual designer should perform. 
To have interaction it is necessary to 
have a medium to communicate  and 
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symbols to communicate. The same 
medium can be used with different sym- 
bols, so that different interactions can 
be constructed in different task con- 
texts. 

The ideas presented before suggest that 
we should concentrate on the design of 
interactions that implies the design of  
interfaces and dialogues. The design of  
interaction requires the study of  the 
human, the computer, the interface, the 
communication language and the situa- 
tions in which the communication may 
take place. 

As visual interaction designers we must 
know how the human visual system 
works, how the visual information is 
processed, and how the human being 
reacts to different kinds of  visual infor- 
mation. Knowledge of  the human visual 
system will allow us to design better 
interfaces and communication dia- 
logues to obtain the best human perfor- 
mance in the human-computer 
interaction. Although there are many 
unanswered questions related to the way 
the human visual system works, the 
basic general ideas of  vision are pretty 
well established (Finkel & Sajda, 1994). 
Vision starts when light strikes the ret- 
ina. Information is transmitted from the 
retina to brain areas, where different 
neurons respond to the characteristics of  
the light that contains discriminable fea- 
tures. According to the theory of vision 
we have specific areas in the brain that 
make us observe objects through light 
attributes as shape, color, texture, and 
size. We have also specific areas in the 
brain that make us to recognize where 
things are located in the visual field. 
From the visual perception theory we 
still cannot determine if high level fac- 
tors control how we group stimuli into 
objects or if we assign a social meaning 
to the objects that we recall when we 
receive the visual stimulus. 

In order to make the human-computer 
interaction more 'natural' and avoid 
possible 'transformation' processes in 
the human visual system, we must 
present information the most closely to 
the way the visual system works. Visual 
interaction designers then, should rec- 
ognize the interface as made up of 
objects, distinguishable by their visual 
characteristics. Based on this principle, 

we will be able to define our mission as 
visual interaction designers: Determine 
which visual characteristics at the inter- 
face bring the best of the human and 
computer dialogue for every specific 
interaction. Here are some questions 
that I think will support the focus of 
study for visual interaction designers: 

a) What are the visual characteristics 
that make an object identifiable? b) 
Which characteristics work better for 
different tasks? c) How can the human 
manipulate the visual characteristics of  
objects? d) How the visual characteris- 
tics of  objects influence the actions of  
humans? 

I believe that a visual interaction 
designer must work within this context 
to provide the highest benefit to the 
human-computer interaction. 

Now, after a little reflection about the 
meaning of words, I support the idea of 
calling ourselves visual interaction 
designers, despite the popularity of the 
title inter~ce designer. To be a visual 
interaction designer it is not enough to 
be a good drawer or artist. Visual Inter- 
action Design means to understand 
human mind and computer processing, 
it means to produce the optimal condi- 
tions for human and computer commu- 
nication, it means to turn art into 
science. 
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