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1.   Introduction

This document provides a template for the content of a user interface specification. Its format has been developed over a number of projects.

The purpose of a user interface specification is to document the design and to aid the communication with developers. It is not appropriate for communicating the design to users.

The document covers the design of a window and it’s associated dialogs. It describes the overall design, but not the detailed appearance and behavior (look and feel) of individual elements. This is usually covered in a separate style guide. 

In most cases the user interface specification is based on a functional requirements specification that describes the business needs and requirements for the window. 

The user interface specification contains a number of pre-defined sections:

1. Introduction

Provides some general background information on the window. What is its purpose, who are the intended users, and how is it used? This information aids the understanding of the detailed design.

2. Window

Specifies the main window. It contains two subsections:

1. Layout

Contains a drawing of the window as well as information on the window title and window icon.

2. Description

Contains a complete description of all elements in the window.

3. Menu Bar

Specifies the menus and menu items in the menu bar.

4. Dialogs

Specifies all dialogs.

5. Messages

Lists all messages.

6. Business Rules

Lists all business rules.

7. Future Enhancements

Lists future enhancements envisioned for the window.

8. Changes

Lists any changes made to the document.

2.   Window

2.1   Layout

Contains a drawing of the window as well as information on the window title and window icon. Developers tend to use these drawings extensively. It is therefore important that they are as complete as possible.

2.2   Description

Contains a complete description of all elements in the window. Elements are listed in order of appearance in the layout.

Each element is specified in the following format:

Label
Specifies the label of the element as it is displayed in the window. For multilingual applications the labels are in the main language. Labels for other languages are listed in an appendix.

Description
Describes the purpose of the element. The description starts with:

· “Specifies…” if the value of the element can be changed, such as in an editable text field or a combo box

· “Displays…” if the value of the element cannot be changed, like in a non-editable text field

· “Pops up…” if the element is a button and pressing the button pops up a dialog

· a descriptive verb if the element is a button and pressing the button performs an action, such as “Adds…”, “Removes…”, “Calculates…”, etc.

Type
Describes the element type, such as text field, combo box, list, button etc. The element types are usually defined in a separate style guide. For some types additional information may be required, e.g.,

· text field: field width, maximum number of characters allowed, data type and format (such as number, date, time)

· combo box, list: items

Constraints
Specifies whether the appearance and behavior of the element depends on values of other elements, e.g.:

· Specifies whether the element is visible or not. The conditions start with “Visible if…” and “Not visible if…”

· Specifies whether the element is enabled or disabled. The conditions start with “Enabled if…” and “Disabled if…”

· Specifies whether the element is editable or not. The conditions start with “Editable if…” and “Not editable if…”

· Specifies whether list items are enabled or disabled depending on values in other elements.

It is generally preferrable to express conditions with a positive clause, “if element a is value x,” than a negative clause, “if element a is not value x.”

Dependencies
Specifies whether changing the value of the element changes the appearance and behavior of other elements. Changing the value of an element can change:

· the values of other elements

whether other elements are visible or not

whether other elements are enabled or disabled

whether other elements are editable or not

whether list or menu items of other elements are enabled or disabled

For each dependency there is usually a corresponding constraint in another element. 

Validation
Specifies any rules that apply for validating an entry. For example, “0 <= value < 10,000” or “value >= today’s date.”

Validation rules only apply to single elements. Rules that apply to multiple elements, such as “Start Date <= End Date,” are included in the section 6. Business Rules.

Default
Specifies the default value. The default value can be expressed as a constant (e.g., “0.00”) or as a rule (e.g., “Today’s date).

Mandatory
Specifies whether an entry is mandatory. An entry may be mandatory or not depending on the values of other components:

· “Yes”

“No”

“Yes, if element a is value x”

3.   Menu Bar

Specifies the menus and menu items in the menu bar. Menus and menu items are listed in order of appearance in the menu bar.

Menus are specified in the following format:

Name
Specifies the name of the menu. For multilingual applications the names are in the main language. Names for other languages are listed in an appendix.

Mnemonic
Specifies the mnemonic for the menu.

Description
Describes the menu.

Menu items are specified in the following format:

Name
Specifies the name of the menu item.

Mnemonic
Specifies the mnemonic for the menu item.

Accelerator
Specifies the accelerator for the menu item, e.g., “Ctrl+C”.

Description
Describes what happens when the menu item is selected. It usually starts with a verb, such as, “Saves the active document” or “Pops up the page settings dialog.”

Constraints
Specifies whether the item is enabled or disabled depending on some conditions.

4.   Dialogs

Specifies all dialogs. Dialogs are described in the same format as the main window. For each dialog one subsection contains a drawing of the dialog and a second subsection describes all elements in the dialog.

5.   Messages

Lists all messages.

Messages are specified in the following format:

Layout
Includes a drawing of the message dialog.

Condition
Defines the circumstances under which the message appears. It starts with a user action and continues with a list of conditions. For example,

If users close the window (either by choosing Close from the File menu or by selecting Close from the window menu or by pressing the Close button on the window bar) and the file contains unsaved changes and the file has been named (i.e., has already been saved at least once).

Message Type
Describes the message type. Most windowing systems support the following types:

· Information

Question

Warning

Error

An additional type is Status bar for messages that are displayed in the status bar of the window.

Message Text
Contains the text of the message.

If the message contains variables, such as a filename, the variable is enclosed in angled brackets. Each variable is described and an example is provided. For example,

Save changes to <filename>?

where:

· <filename> is the name of the file

Example

Save changes to file.txt?

Buttons
Lists the buttons in the message dialog and describes the effects of selecting each button. For example,

· Yes - closes the dialog, saves the file and proceeds with the selected command

· No - closes the dialog, does not save the file and proceeds with the selected command

· Cancel - closes the dialog, does not save the file and does not proceed with the selected command

6.   Business Rules

Lists all business rules. Business rules are similar to validation rules (see 2.2). However, validation rules only apply to single elements, whereas business rules apply to multiple elements. For example, a validation rule would be “Start Date >= today’s date.” A business rule would be “Start Date <= End Date.”

Both validation and business rules are determined by the business. The only reason for distinguishing between them is because they are checked at different times. Validation rules are usually checked when a value is entered whereas business rules are checked when an action is performed that is related to the entire window, such as saving its content.

7.   Future Enhancements

Lists future enhancements envisioned for the window.

8.   Changes

Lists any changes made to the document. The date, author and a description of each change is recorded.

Date
Author
Description
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