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Real-world users are not, on the whole, an orderly lot. They do things willynilly, not respecting the flow of actions that the designers intended them to
follow in any given software application.
When using a Web application, people have a distressing tendency to use the
Back and Forward buttons in the browser without regard for whether or not
a web application supports navigating through the browser history. They
don’t always bother to log in before clicking on a bookmark for a page that
requires authentication. Given an Undo and Redo capability, users undo then
redo a series of edits any number of times. They copy and paste contents
from one program into another without regard for whether or not the programs
support compatible formats. They try to work around constraints that get in
the way, like entering a space in required fields if they don’t want to enter
real data.
Worse, users sometimes allow their children or pets access to the computer,
resulting in even less-logical actions that involve mashing keys, deleting stuff
randomly, and turning off computers at just the wrong moment.
To discover potentially serious problems involving the use and abuse of your
software, you need to vary the way you interact with it. Instead of following
a sensible sequence of actions, take steps out of order. Instead of navigating
using the same mechanisms every time, vary the paths you take through
your system. Instead of using reasonable data, use unreasonable data.
In this chapter you will discover some ideas for shaking up sequences and
interactions.

6.1

Nouns and Verbs
It’s likely that if you are accustomed to the software you’re exploring, you
have fallen into some habits with respect to how you interact with it. Perhaps
you generally use the same data, like “123 Main Street” for an address. Perhaps you have habits around navigating GUIs, like using hotkeys instead of
the menu. Or perhaps you tend to run through the same sets of sequences
without varying them, like logging in, setting up the data, and then searching
on the data you just set up.
Habits are hard to break for two reasons: you might not even be aware that
you are acting out of habit, and even if you are aware of your habits, they’re
comfortable. However, to explore effectively you have to go where you haven’t
gone before. One way to break out of your habitual rut is to allow randomness
to guide you. The “Nouns and Verbs” technique provides a way to introduce
randomness into how you interact with your software.
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The first step in the technique is to identify the nouns and verbs of the system.
Imagine you’re working on an email client. The nouns, or things, in your
system might include emails, attachments, contacts, accounts, and folders.
The corresponding verbs, or actions, might include create, send, edit, forward,
copy, delete, and move.
Although email clients are user-facing applications with a graphical interface,
this technique applies to absolutely any kind of software. If you were working
on embedded robotics software, the nouns of the system might involve sensors,
motors, parts, and targets, while the verbs might involve sensing, moving,
turning, and manipulating. All systems have nouns and verbs. Email is a
convenient example because just about everyone is at least a little familiar
with the domain, but this technique is good for far more than user-facing
GUIs.
To vary the way you interact with a system, you can generate random scenarios by choosing nouns and verbs at random and then using that random
selection to guide your actions as you use the system. You start by making
a list of nouns and a list of verbs from which to pull. For the email example,
your lists might be like those in Table 1, Example nouns and verbs for an
email client, on page 7.
These two lists represent just a small subset of the possible nouns and verbs
you might identify. If you were to spend time brainstorming, you could certainly generate much longer lists. However, even these short lists offer enough
fodder to prompt a vast number of possible scenarios.
If you randomly selected an item from each of these two lists and put them
together, you would have a hundred possible unique combinations of actions
and targets for those actions. (You could use something as simple as dice,
cards, or a spinner to do the random selection.) If you then randomly chose
ten noun/verb combinations, you would have a googol (10100) possible sequences. With so many possibilities, your generated list of steps is almost
guaranteed to ensure that you will take actions in a very different order than
you otherwise would.
Some of the noun and verb combinations would be completely sensible, like
“Delete Contact.” Other combinations might be nonsense, like “Archive
Header.” Such nonsensical combinations might seem unusable, but they’re
even better for inspiring variations in usage than the combinations that make
sense. When you come up with a combination that does not make sense, you
have to invoke your creativity. What could archiving a header mean? Perhaps
it means archiving an empty email that is nothing but headers. Perhaps it
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Nouns and Verbs

Nouns

Verbs

Message

Send

Header

Receive

Draft

Edit

Attachment

Save

Signature

Export

Folder

Move

Recipient

Archive

Appointment

Reply

Note

Forward

Contact

Delete
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Table 1—Example nouns and verbs for an email client
means copying the contents of an email header into some other document to
save it. Perhaps there is some action, like exporting, that the email client
allows you to take on a header. Searching around for an interpretation for
the nonsensical combinations can put you on a path to unexplored territory
in your software.
Just like nonsensical noun/verb pairings, illogical sequences push you into
creative interpretations. If you randomly drew “Send Message” immediately
followed by “Add Recipient,” you might wonder how to add a recipient given
that the message has already been sent. Perhaps you would send a message
and then fish the message out of your Sent folder and forward it to an additional recipient.
By randomly selecting noun/verb combinations in sequences, you’ll find
yourself tromping through new territory in your software in no time. As you
work your way through your randomly generated scenario, remember to watch
carefully for hints of unexpected behavior, and be particularly alert for any
violation of the Alwayses and Nevers for your system.
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