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Background

The proposed device is a PDA/Smartphone driven application that enables In ‘N Out customers to order and pay for their menu selections from their wireless device.

Contextual Inquiry Summary
The contextual inquiry focused on three unique angles of the In-N-Out experience:  that of an adult customer (~50 years old), that of a young customer (~20 years old), and that of the In ‘N Out employee process of preparing the orders.  

The Older In ‘N Out Customer

The inquiry process consisted of standing in line with the subject and watching the entire In ‘N Out process form ordering to eating.  The interview took place over the course of the meal.  The subject was an adult female age 50.  After discussing the project idea, she questioned how well the idea would be received by In ‘N Out, a fast-food restaurant that prides itself on a unique, traditional style of service.  Her opinion was that In ‘N Out would either accept the technology as a way of adding to their unique style, or reject it on the basis that it would ruin their image of a traditional diner.  However, she liked the idea overall and she felt that with less people dedicated to taking orders, more people could dedicate their efforts toward tending the drive-thru window and toward the production process.  She thought that people would prefer using a cell phone, other than a PDA, to place their orders because she thinks more people own cell phones than PDAs.  Her main concern was security, for she had been a victim of identity theft.  

The Younger In ‘N Out Customer

The inquiry process began with standing in line and continued through the course of the meal.  The subject in question was a female of age 22 who was a regular frequenter of In ‘N Out.  Ordering was slow as the In ‘N Out employee had to repeat the order back several times, as he misread the register the first time.  Since my interviewee knew exactly what she wanted and orders it every visit, she felt it was an unnecessary hassle to deal with the employee.  While ordering this time was relatively painless because the lines were short, during the meal the line did grow to over seven minutes in length and has easily surpassed fifteen minutes.  Afterwards, she had several complaints and suggestions about how In ‘N Out could be improved based on her experience on this trip and her pervious experiences.  Because there are so many options for a simple hamburger (i.e. onions, no onions, grilled onions, animal style, protein style, etc) it takes quite a while for a simple order to be completed.  This is only enhanced by the indecisiveness of people to create bottlenecks in the ordering process.  To avoid these lines of slow, indecisive people, would save countless hours throughout a year.  Another suggestion is to be able to order additional food without having to wait in line.  For example, if five people are actively engaged in conversation and someone wants an additional order of freedom fries, then he or she would miss ten minutes of conversation.

The In ‘N Out Employee Process
Inquiry occurred while standing in the corner of In ‘N Out trying to figure out the process behind the counter.  I watched the employees to determine how an order was processed from start to finish.  When I noticed an anomaly in an order (when a customer had a question about their order or felt they didn’t receive their complete order) I noted how the employees handled ironing out the discrepancies.
This technology is most applicable in situations where lines get drastically long.  Around noon-time is one example of this.  When tour buses arrive is another example.  Some concerns about the technology are that wireless technology is not secure enough to transmit credit card numbers safely, the trademark friendly attitude of In ‘N Out will be lost through impersonal technology.  You can avoid having to re-train employees by keeping their end of the ordering interface the same (currently, the employees rely on printed out pieces of green and white paper to keep track of all orders.  Green papers correspond to drive-thru orders and white papers correspond to in-restaurant orders).  The market for this system is a small portion of technically-inclined people who want to skip waiting in line.  This system cannot be a replacement for regular ordering because computer-illiterate people will be turned off by the reliance on technology.  One more problem pointed out was that when people order a drink with their meal they receive their cup once they finish their order.  If there is no person to interface the order, then the cup must be delivered with the meal; however, filling the cup with soda is a good way to kill time while waiting for food to cook, and this would not be an option.  A final concern was that In ‘N Out in particular is very traditional and set in their ways.  Entering In ‘N Out is like entering a time warp.  The owners may not be receptive to the idea of change and increased technology.  However, increased profits would be hard to ignore.

Conclusion
iMenu will add the bulk of its value on the margins.  During peak meal hours when In ‘N Out’s line is prohibitively long, iMenu will significantly increase the customer throughput for In ‘N Out.  During times when In ‘N Out’s line is short there will be no compelling reason to use iMenu.  In ‘N Out’s infrastructure is quite conducive to iMenu as the implementaiton on In ‘N Out’s end is little more than a web-connected receipt generator.  Hence the relative costs are an order of magnitude less than the relative benefits even if iMenu only affects customers on the margins.  
Important insights from the contextual interviews include the realization that security is an important design theme.  The interface and workflow must include significant reinforcement to the user that his identity is safe through the entire course of the transaction.  Other insights include the realization of structural boundaries ingrained in the In ‘N Out corporate culture that may prohibit adoption of relatively new technologies as well as the security challenges one faces in effectively implementing such a service.  
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