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Abstract 

 

Context: The currently existing literature about Application Program Interface (API) usability 

is heterogeneous in terms of goals, scope, and audience; and its connection to accepted defi-

nitions of usability is rarely made explicit. The use of metrics to measure API usability is fo-

cused only on measurable characteristics excluding those usability aspects that are related to 

the subjectivity of human opinions. 

Objective: Our objective is to build a comprehensive set of heuristics and guidelines for API 

usability that is a structured synthesis of the existing literature on API usability but which 

also covers other aspects that have been neglected so far. This set is explicitly connected with 

a usability model, something that allows us to check if we are addressing actual usability 

problems. 

Method: Our approach is to follow a systematic approach based on a comprehensive model of 

usability and context-of-use. From this comprehensive model we derived the set of heuristics 

and guidelines that are used to carry out a heuristic evaluation with usability experts and a 

subjective analysis with users. The influence of the context of use, something that is normally 

ignored, is explicitly analyzed. 

Results: Our heuristics and guidelines were integrated into a usability study of a sleep medi-

cine API.  In this study, we were able to identify several usability issues of the proposed API 

that are not explicitly addressed in the existing literature. The context of use helped us to 

identify those categories that were more relevant to consider in order to improve API usabil-

ity. 

Conclusion:  The literature on API usability is very technically-minded and tends to neglect 

the subjective component of usability. We contribute to a more global and comprehensive 

view of the usability of APIs that is not contradictory but complementary with metrics. Our 

criteria ease the always necessary usability evaluation with human evaluators and users. 
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