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ergonomics standards since 1990. He has published two books (Effective 
Colour Displays in 1991 and E-commerce Usability in 2003) and wrote 
part 6 of DEF-STAN 00-25, a standard created by the UK MOD to 
provide a single guidance document on human factors issues. He has 
also contributed to BSI and ANSI national usability standards. David can 
be contacted at david.travis@userfocus.co.uk.

About Userfocus

Userfocus is a consultancy and training company that helps 
organisations reduce costs and increase profits by making stuff easier to 
use. Our clients are typically  blue-chip organisations like eBay, RBS and 
Hewlett Packard who want help improving the usability  of their web site, 
intranet or handheld gadget. Unlike competitor companies, our 
consultants are experimental psychologists, which means we provide 
rigorous insights into audience expectations and behaviour.

© Userfocus ltd 2003-2012.
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Preface

What is ISO 9241?

In the dusty institutions where usability  standards gather to party 
with each other, ISO 9241 is a bit of a celebrity. It is widely cited by 
people who would be hard pushed to name any other standard, and parts 
of it are virtually enshrined in law in some European countries (such as 
the UK). But as is the fate of many celebrities, all most usability 
professionals know about the standard is its name: “Ergonomic 
requirements for office work with visual display terminals (VDTs)”. Ah, 
VDTs: as evocative of the eighties as yuppies and punk rock music. This 
makes the standard seem out of date, but don’t be fooled. ISO have 
renamed it: as the parts are re-issued they will adopt the much more 
modern title, “The Ergonomics of Human System Interaction”. 

It is a shame that ISO 9241 is more widely cited than read because it 
includes a wealth of information that covers every aspect of usability, 
including hardware, software and usability  processes. You could use the 
standard to design a workstation, evaluate a display, set usability 
metrics, evaluate a graphical user interface, test out a new keyboard, 
assess a novel interaction device such as a joystick, check that the 
working environment is up to scratch, measure reflections and colour on 
flat panel displays and assess your new touch sensitive device. It 
contains checklists to help structure a usability evaluation, examples of 
how to operationalise and measure usability, and extensive 
bibliographies. It even has the courage to define usability!

There are a few reasons why it is not widely read.

• Standards are not easy to get hold of. You can’t get them in 
bookshops or find them on the high street (although you can order 
them online through ISO).

• ISO 9241 is expensive. If you purchase all of the parts from ISO’s 
website (www.iso.org) it will literally cost you £1000s.  
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Part 110: Dialogue principles

How do I cite it?

ISO 9241-110:2006 Ergonomics of human-system interaction -- Part 
110: Dialogue principles.

What do I need to know about it?

This part of ISO 9241 presents a set of usability heuristics that applies 
to the interaction of people and information systems (the heuristics are 
based on an earlier German standard). 

The standard refers to this interaction as a “dialogue” and describes 
seven “dialogue principles”. These general principles span the specific 
dialogue techniques that are discussed in parts 13-17 of ISO 9241. The 
seven principles are: 

• suitability for the task (the dialogue should be suitable for the 
user’s task and skill level)

• self-descriptiveness (the dialogue should make it clear what the 
user should do next)

• controllability (the user should be able to control the pace and 
sequence of the interaction)

• conformity with user expectations (it should be consistent); error 
tolerance (the dialogue should be forgiving)

• suitability for individualisation (the dialogue should be able to be 
customised to suit the user)

• suitability for learning (the dialogue should support learning)

The standard describes applications and examples of the dialogue 
principles. It has one annex (a short bibliography). 

This part of ISO 9241 used to be known as ISO 9241-10, but has now 
been renumbered under ISO’s revision and restructuring programme.
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Who is it written for?

User interface designers and evaluators.

How many pages does it have?

22

What are the main sections in this standard?

• Scope 

• Normative references

• Terms and definitions

• Dialogue principles and recommendations 

• F r a m e w o r k f o r u s i n g t h e d i a l o g u e p r i n c i p l e s a n d 
recommendations

• Relationship between this part of ISO 9241 and ISO 9241-11 and 
ISO 9241-12

• Annex A: Overview of the ISO 9241 series

• Bibliography
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Other e-Books from Userfocus 

 

The Fable of the User-Centered Designer 

Follow a young man's journey as he discovers the three secrets of user-centred design. 
It's a small book that has big results — and it's free. 
http://www.userfocus.co.uk/fable 

 

Usability Test Moderation: The Comic 

If you've been tasked with running a usability test, then you'll love this instructional guide. 

Aimed at people about to moderate their first usability test, this graphic instruction guide 

covers the essential techniques you'll need to moderate a usability test. Free to 

newsletter subscribers. 

http://www.userfocus.co.uk/articles/moderationcomic.html 

 

Bluffers' guide to ISO 9241 

ISO 9241 is widely cited by user experience experts who would be hard pushed to name 

any other standard — but all most usability professionals know about the standard is its 

name. This eBook describes each of the published parts of ISO 9241 in detail. £9. 

http://www.userfocus.co.uk/articles/ISO9241.html 

 

Usability Test Plan Toolkit 

This eBook contains all you need to make sure that you're fully prepared for your next 

usability test. The document includes easy to customise usability test forms, such as 

screeners, a discussion guide, questionnaires and data logging sheets. £9. 

http://www.userfocus.co.uk/articles/testplan.html 

 

Morae for Usability Practitioners 

Targeted at both new and experienced users of Morae, Morae for Usability Practitioners 

is a step-by-step guide to using Morae to plan, execute and analyse usability tests. 

Packed with insider tips and expert advice, this guide will help you use Morae to its full 

potential. £9. 

http://www.userfocus.co.uk/articles/morae.html 
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