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Part I: First-time user
Chapter 1 – Website and Downloading
It could be said that the website for a software product is the most important part of the entire software package. Without a good website, there are no users, and if there are no users, there is no software, as software can only be called software if there are people using it. A product website must be friendly, easy to navigate, and professional; furthermore, it must explain to the random visitor about the product(s) being offered within the first 2-3 seconds of viewing. Anything longer than that can be considered a failure, since that is the length of time during which the visitor decides whether to stay on the site or hit the Back button.

A product website is by no means an isolated component of the entire User Experience; given that the user becomes interested in the product being offered on the site and downloads it, the user experience continues through installing the product, first-time usage and long-time usage phases; all of these begin from the website, and the website thus must provide a basis for what the user sees in the next steps. As such, the design, usage and graphics of the website must match those of the installer, first-time wizard and the application itself. Any inconsistency between these different parts of the product cause surprises for the user, which is a Bad Thing.

Generally, the actual software application is the first component being developed; thus other components (installer, wizards and website) must be based on the software application, instead of the other way. In case of Hydranode, there is a product with a fully skinned user interface, which places strict restrictions as to how the installer, wizards and website must look like. 

Hydranode User Interface is strongly center-balanced, a little bit sci-fi like and somewhat flashy. Thus the website as well as other components must follow the same trend. Differences between the various components are needed, but similarities must be kept as well. Repeated visual elements are a good way to introduce familiarity between components, as well as same layout/design logic.

Downloading the application must be as easy as possible; single-click to start the download is ideal. In Hydranode case, this means dropping SourceForge downloads (or at least making them optional), and using Berlios direct downloads instead. When the user clicks on the Download button (which must be big and flashy, by the way) on the web site, the very next thing that must be displayed is the “Save As…” windows dialog; ideally, the website should also change to a “Download help” page, which explains where to click and how to initiate the product installation. Note that asking for donations at this phase is not a good idea, since the user has not actually seen the application itself yet.

Chapter 2 – Installing Hydranode
When the user starts the installer, he must be presented with same familiar interface as he saw on the website; the installer must logically follow the website logic, navigation, style and visual appearance. This provides most consistent user experience with no surprises between steps.
If the website has left-frame navigation menu, the installer should logically have similar menu, rather than the wizard-like appearance of standard installers. One doesn’t exclude the other though, since the navigation options can be duplicated so as give the user a chance to reuse his prior experience with installers. One way to use both functions is to have an installation progress menu-like control on the left, and the usual next/previous buttons at the bottom right.

Installation must be as simple as possible; at most 2-3 clicks must be done for the installation to complete. Even single-click installation is a good option, in which case the left-side menu could completely be dropped. This is where a WinRar-style installer could be used.
Chapter 3 – First-time configuration and import wizard
Upon completing the installation procedure, the user should be presented with a first-time configuration and import wizard. It is highly likely that the user downloading Hydranode is already using one or more file-sharing software, which means importing existing downloads and settings is a very important feature. To get the idea, look how much adding the import wizard to Firefox improved its popularity. The basic rule of the thumb is that when competing against projects bigger than you, you should always be able to import files and settings from those projects/products. This considerably simplifies migration and gives the user positive experience.
Additional settings in the wizard can include setting a nickname and configuring network settings; care must be taken here since users often do not know their network details; simplicity, automation and other such techniques must be used to prevent users from shooting themselves in the foot or getting confused between the options. Too complicated settings scare average Joe’s and can cause them to abort the wizard followed by a quick uninstall of the product. There have been many occasions where too complicated setup wizard has caused even experienced users to drop the application completely – GiFT command-line version for Linux has such a wizard for example, and I’ve never completed it; furthermore that wizard was required to be completed. Which brings me to the last point – the wizard must be cancellable in case the user becomes confused, and everything must still work smoothly without completing the wizard.
Chapter 4 – Introducing the User Interface
Upon the first launch of Hydranode User Interface, the user must not be surprised or confused; he must instantly understand where he is, how to continue using the application; even further – if he must think how to use the application, we have failed, as the application must be transparent – the best application is that you do not notice.

Since the very first operation the user would want to perform with Hydranode would be to either search, or add a download manually, it could be considered that the user is taken to Search page upon the first startup of the application (note: it might be a good idea to remember the last open page of the application on shutdown, so when user re-starts the application, he can continue from the same page).

If the user is directed to Search page initially, there could be a arrow-like non-modal balloon (such as those coming out from system tray) directing the user to the search input box and saying something along the lines of ‘Type a search keyword here to search for a file to be downloaded’. After the search results arrive, another balloon could notify the user to ‘double-click on a file to start downloading’. After the user does that, a third balloon could point the user to Transfer page to view the download’s progress. Similar balloons and context/activity-sensitive pointers could direct the user through the first-time usage of the application, so that the user could never get confused as to “what to do now” or “where am I now”.

Following the logic from previous paragraph, when the first download is completed, the user should be explained what happened, where the file he downloaded is located and how to open / view the file’s content. As this is the first positive news he has received since the installation of the application, and since he has already used the application for a sufficient amount of time, now is the right moment to notify the user about the donation opportunity. This must be performed in a discrete way, so as to not feel like the project is begging for money. The best way to do this would be to incorporate the donate option into the first-download-completed dialog box, which explains that the first download with Hydranode has completed, the files has been downloaded to this location, Click here to open it and so on, and at the end, a sentence something along the lines of Hydranode is a free software project and is distributed free of charge; if you like Hydranode, please consider making a small donation to support the continued development of Hydranode. Below that there would then be three buttons – Open the downloaded file, Make a donation and Close. The wording, exact layout and implementation details of this dialog are beyond this scope of this document; however it should be noted that similar dialogs should be displayed at other important milestones, such as upon reaching 10 GB downloaded data or 30 days total uptime.
Chapter 5 – Uninstalling Hydranode
We can guide and help the user in every way, but no matter how good we are and how helpful we attempt to be, there will be always users who are not satisfied with Hydranode for various reasons. The best we can do in this case is to provide them an easy exit.

Uninstalling the application is just as important as installing the application; the user is very sensitive to problems during uninstalling, since his view of the application has already dropped considerably due to some earlier problems. As such, extreme care must be taken that the uninstall process is as simple and intuitive as the installation process. No files must be left on the system, no extra registry keys, and no complications. Don’t ask too many questions, but don’t skip important questions, such as whether to delete partially downloaded files (temp files), configuration files and such.
Part II – Regular users
Chapter 6 – The art of keeping users
Getting a user to visit Hydranode website, install the application and complete the first download with it is only the beginning of Hydranode User Experience. If the user uninstalls the application after completing the first download, we are back to square one and have gained nothing. Even worse – we have lost a user, and it is ten times harder to win back an old customer than it is to gain a new customer. As such, the Hydranode User Experience goes way beyond the first download; those are just the first steps from becoming a Hydranode User.

Today’s file-sharing market is large and very competitive; new clients surface on a monthly basis, networks evolve under the hands of experienced programmers; old clients rule the networks and new clients struggle to gain a market share. Hydranode must stand out from the masses of file-sharing clients available on the market today and gain the users trust and loyalty.

To achieve that, Hydranode must perform better and faster than the other clients, it must be stable, non-intrusive and use minimum amount of resources possible. Users are very touchy to applications which suddenly consume large amounts of either computer or network resources, causing them to lose a UT2005 deathmatch. More often than not users switch back to their old client on the first hint of problems, without bothering to submit a bug report or feedback on the usage.

However, practice has shown that 90% of user feedback that arrives in the forums or bug tracker is negative, which is a good thing – users willing to contribute to the development and attempt to find solutions to their problems. If a user goes as far as to submit a forum post or a bug tracker entry, we can already congratulate ourselves as we have a potential regular user. However, that only holds if we can respond to those posts in a fast and professional way; solve the users’ problems quickly by offering a workaround or promising a patch/bug-fix release shortly; more on this in the following chapters.
Chapter 7 – Help and support
In order to keep the amount of posts in the Support Forum at sane levels, Hydranode must include extensive self-help functionality; in other words, full documentation of features, possible bugs and workarounds must be available both locally and online on Hydranode website. Since Hydranode is a fully network-centered application, local help can be omitted.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, support requests must be answered quickly and professionally; if a support request is caused by a bug within Hydranode, apologies are in order, followed by a patch fixing the issue. Responses such as “This is already fixed in CVS” should never be used; instead, say “The issue has been solved by the development team and a patch is scheduled to be released on May 29th.” Naturally, this also means that the release schedule must be followed and delays in the releases should not be tolerated unless there are very strong reasons to do so.

While it was previously noted that local help could be omitted, a context- or action-sensitive built-in help within the application itself is still a major bonus. If we can detect (or predict) users’ confusion at a moment, and offer the answer to the question on the users’ mind at that moment, we gain large bonus points from that user. This is the reason for implementing help-balloons for first-time usage, message-box after completing the first download and so on. Additional locations and events where to place such context/action-specific help should be discussed and implemented as the application develops, based on support requests and users’ feedback.
Chapter 8 – The mythical power-user
While the definition of a power-user is disputable, there are those who claim themselves to be professional users of applications and wish to exploit every feature and tweak the application allows. This user-group can be Linux users, but they exist widely as well on Windows platform; more importantly, this user-group is often the same user-group who promotes applications to their less-powerful friends, so this user-group should not be overlooked.

It is hard to determine what the users from this user-group expect from applications; it is even harder to meet their expectations. Despite all that, Hydranode must meet their expectations if it wants to become de-facto standard of file-sharing clients. The requests often sound silly from the usability or average-user’s point of view; often they add un-necessary bloat to the application; and often they are just silly. Still, many of those requests must be implemented in order to keep those power-users using Hydranode; if not implemented, they will switch back to their old client which has implemented all those silly features; and as mentioned before, it is ten times as hard to regain an old customer than it is to win a new one. Losing users should be avoided at all costs.
In order to please those power-users, compromises must be made between usability, bloat and simplicity. Extra features must be accessible to power-users without hindering or confusing normal users. There are many methods for doing so, such as hiding the extra features in context/drop-down menus, configuration file settings and so on; the actual solution depends on the feature-at-hand and is thus implementation-defined.

The default settings in the user interface should remain simple and clean; however it should not give the impression of under-developed, feature-less application – even if the extra functionality is available via less-visible methods, power-users are just as fragile as normal users, and can discard the application as too simple just as quickly as normal users can discard the application as too complicated if the interface is too bloated. Finding a balance between those two is the key to bringing Hydranode to masses.
Part III: Building a community
Chapter 9 – What is a community?
“A chain is only as strong as its weakest link;” a project is only as strong as its community. Building a strong community is one of the most important steps towards becoming The peer-to-peer client. One could argue that one cannot build a community, it must develop on its own; however, I believe that there are methods which aid and speed up the development of a strong community.

Before we can talk about a community, we must first define what a community is and what preconditions must be fulfilled before a community can be created in the first place. For the purposes of this document, let’s define a community as “a group of regular Hydranode users who are interested in the ongoing development and future of the project”. As such, a community is a mix of developers, testers, regular users who submit feedback and comments, translators and other people more or less involved in the project’s development. Basically, every person who has ever submitted a bug report, made a forum post or expressed an opinion about the project could be considered a member of the Hydranode community.
Thus, to create a community, or to speed up the development of a strong community, it is important to make getting involved with the project as easy as possible. Friendly and casual (while not too friendly) replies to forum posts and emails are a good start; inspiring users to contribute translations, feedback or publicity goes even further.

Chapter 10 – Contribute!

Technically, every single user is capable of contributing something to the project; however more often than not they do not know what or how. What Hydranode website (and possibly elements of Hydranode User Interface) must do is give the user ideas and suggestions as to how he can contribute to the project.
Submitting feedback must be made as simple as possible; just pointing a user to bug-tracker is not sufficient, since the user often doesn’t know whether the problem he is having is a bug or a feature; requiring the user to browser through possibly hundreds of tracker entries or forum posts is unacceptable. Thus sentences such as “please search the forum before starting a new thread” are not recommended in the early stages of building a community; for one, there aren’t too many posts in the forum at that time anyway. It is inevitable that as the community grows larger, the amount of forum posts and support requests grows beyond the developers’ capabilities to handle and such messages are the only way to keep things under control; however at that time the community is large enough and no longer as fragile as in the beginning.
In short, Hydranode website should feature a “submit feedback” (exact wording can differ) page, on which the user can submit his problem, comment or idea with least amount of hassle; without needing to figure out the right forum or tracker to submit it. The functionality could be automated, such as automatic site-searching for keywords in the report.

Translations do not require any skill (except for English language), take only a few hours of work but potentially make the user feel very good after-wards having contributed such a large work for the project; translation files as well as short tutorial should be easily accessible from the web-site, and possibly even from the User Interface.
Skinning and graphics is another topic that is very good community building-block; anyone with a little bit of GIMP or Photoshop skill should be able to create a new skin for Hydranode, and share it with others on Hydranode website. Uploading, updating and downloading of skins and icon-sets should be easy and integrated into the Hydranode Website.

Since Hydranode is not a static application but instead a plugin-driven framework, a strong focus has been since the beginning of the project towards the ability for 3rd-party developers to contribute plugins and external components to the codebase. Until now there have been very few such contributions, since the website (which seems to slowly becoming a portal already) doesn’t support it. Hydranode website should thus provide tutorials and examples for creating plugins or external components for Hydranode; provide easy way to upload and share plugins and external components with other users and developers.
Chapter 11 – Promote

Users who do not have any ideas as for how to improve Hydranode, and have no complaints about Hydranode either are logically very happy with the product as it is. Those users are ideal candidates for promoting Hydranode to other people. Hydranode website should have various promotional stuff available for downloading, buying and sharing; ranging from desktop wallpapers, screensavers, and promotional buttons (for websites, e.g. “Get Hydranode”-button); T-Shirts and coffee mugs.
