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Introduction  
 

The vision for the BigBlueButton user interface is to maintain simplicity 

of use while being 

versatile enough to 

account for various user 

situations.   For 

example, in Figure 1 the 

potential situations are 

divided into ΨƳŀƴȅ ǘƻ 

ƳŀƴȅΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

ΨƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴȅΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻs, 

combined with either a 

small or large audience.   

The current user 

interface is designed for 

the small one-to-many 

cases (top right corner).  

In order to obtain 

versatility within the design that will allow for each combination, a 

number of problems must be overcome.   

Ideally, a user must be able to easily switch between a one-to-many 

conference and a many-to-many conference.  A good example of these 

types of conferences would be a professor and class (one-to-many) and 

a business meeting between partners (many-to-many). 

The plan to implement a permanent storage system for user account 

information is included in the designs for the new user interface.  This 

upgrade will allow specific information, such as recording all activity 

relating to a single presentation for later playback. 

This document will provide information regarding the problems that 

were encountered while analyzing the user interface during the summer 

of 2008, along with the solutions proposed and a guide to future 

implementation.  

A user of BigBlueButton may participate in a session by either phoning 

into the voice bridge, or logging in from the web, or both.  To distinguish 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊΩ ǿƘŜƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ 

Figure 1 
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ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǾƛŜǿŜǊΩ ǿƘŜƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

the web. 

The latest BigBlueButton implementation is available from 

http://code.google.com/p/bigbluebutton/. 

 

  

http://code.google.com/p/bigbluebutton/
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User Interface  

Problems  
The motivation for the UI designs were based on analysis of the current 

UI problems (listed below). 

The designs to overcome the UI problems were developed through a 

process of analysis, iteration, feedback, and a bit of trial and error.  A 

number of design obstacles were encountered and eventually overcome 

through careful scrutiny.   

When it does not matter which way a user joins, we use the term 

ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩΦ 

 

List of problems: 

1. Problems with current login process 

2. Unable to consistently tag events associated with a participant 

3. Non-intuitive  UI operations 

4. The current interface does not scale with multiple viewers and 

modules 

5. No designated branding areas 

6. No built-in help for the viewer 

7. Inability to retrieve information about past sessions (i.e. from a 

database) 

8. The two main types of collaboration, one-to-many and many-to-

many, require different conventions to handle complexity  

9. Difficulties with following the presentation 

10. Presenters feel isolated 

11. Participants feel isolated 

 

 

 

Details:  

1. Problems with current login process 

The first problem encountered was that viewers were ending up logged 

in twice because the login button was not disabled after first click.  The 
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viewer would click the login button twice due to a lack of feedback 

indicating that the system was currently trying to log them in.   There 

was also no feedback specifying the reason for a failed login (i.e. 

incorrect password or conference ID)  

Another problem arose from the ability to have multiple logins, 

resulting in duplicated usernames within the interface.   

[Fixed in version 0.32] 

 

2. Unable to consistently tag events associated with a participant 

A pŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎ 

window, giving them a dual point of entry, which is excess and 

unnecessary.  The current implementation does not provide a way to 

securely unify the participant when the access as both a viewer (web 

interface) and listener (voice conference).  For example, Tyler Copeland 

may join ά¢ȅƭŜǊ /ƻǇŜƭŀƴŘέ ƛƴ viewerΩs window but calls in with caller ID 

ά[ȅƴƴŜ /ƻǇŜƭŀƴŘέ ƛƴ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ.    The problem can be restated as 

how unify these two instances of Tyler? 

A second problem arose when participants joined over the web using 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƴŀƳŜǎ όƛΦŜΦ ά¢ȅƭŜǊ /ƻǇŜƭŀƴŘέΣ ά¢ /ƻǇŜƭŀƴŘέΣ άaǊΦ ¢έύΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ 

makes it possible to be logged on with a different name each time, 

which makes tagging their interaction difficult to reconcile between 

sessions. 

 

3. Non-intuitive UI operations 

The current user interface is not as simple and efficient as it possibly 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ άǳǎŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅέ ŀǎ 

is desired.  For example, the process of making someone a presenter by 

dragging and dropping their name onto the presenter button is not 

something the average person would think to do.  Therefore, the design 

is not intuitive at the optimal level. 

 

4. The current interface does not scale with multiple viewers and 

modules 
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Additional modules can overwhelm the user with new windows and 

burden him/her with window management.   Currently, there is no way 

to launch new modules, only the default modules appear and there are 

no other available options  

Also, once a module is closed (i.e. right-click and choose close), there is 

no way to retrieve it.  This means the user must log out and then log 

back in again to be able to view whichever module he/she closed.  

There are no parameters in place to compensate for an increased 

number of users, no dynamic management to keep a high number of 

participants organized and clean.  

 

5. No designated branding areas 

No consistent approach to incorporating multiple brands.  For example, 

allowing a University to use its own corporate skin on the interface.   

 

6. No built-in help for users 

There is currently no description of the product available on the big blue 

button main site, nor is there a section to offer help (such as FAQ or 

how to).   

 

7. Inability to retrieve information about past sessions (i.e. from a 

database) 

There is no permanent user information storage system in place that 

will allow past session information to be stored.  Constructing a 

database for this purpose will allow participants and content specific 

searches within a session or multiple sessions. 

 

8. The two types of collaboration, one-to-many and many-to-

many, require different conventions to handle complexity.  

 

a. One-to-many 
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i. Viewers must manually open 

presenterõs web cam 

b. Many-to-many 

    i.  Interface gets complex (multiple 

windows) as content is shared (i.e.   Multiple 

slides). 

i. No way to notify viewers when a 

presenter is sharing new content  

ii. Only one viewer at a time can share 

slides 

iii. No easy way to see what a specific 

presenter is sharing (i.e. I just want to 

see Teganõs slides and video, and then I 

just want to see Ryanõs slides and video). 

iv. No UI for private chat 

 

 

9. Difficulties with following the presentation 

Viewers are unable to determine which slide is currently being played 

by the presenter.  No method of dynamically showing which slide the 

presenter is currently on. 

 

10. Presenters feel isolated 

There is no feedback on participants interest in the presentation (i.e. 

has a user logged in then gone to sleep?) 

 

There is also no notification of activities when slides are full-screen, 

presenters cannot see anything that is happing within the conference 

and has no way of knowing if anyone is even there. 

 

11. Participants feel isolated 
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There is a limited sense of engagement with the class and presenter 

through the interface. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨƻƛƴ όƛΦŜΦ 

only see their name, no welcome or further instructions etc,...) 
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Solutions and Designs 

 

Login Process 
In direct reference to problem (1), there were several difficulties 

associated with the current login 

process.   

The implementation of a database to 

store all participant information 

created a need to re-design how a 

viewer would enter a conference, 

considering he/she may or may not 

already have an account with 

BigBlueButton.   

The first point that needed to be 

considered was how a viewer was to 

reach the login screen (Figure 2).  

Possibilities included typing a URL 

and then entering the conference 

number along with a name and 

password once presented with the login screen.  However this would 

incur a higher level of work for the viewer, therefore it was decided to 

provide a link in an email sent out by 

the presenter.  When clicked, it 

would bring the viewer to the login 

screen with the conference ID 

already passed through the link.  This 

means that the only information the 

viewer has to input to login to the 

conference is his/her user name and 

password (created during 

registration). 

 

If the viewer does not already have 

an account with BigBlueButton, they 

are presented with the option of 

signing up, or entering the conference 

as a guest.  Entering as a guest will limit some of the ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ abilities, 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 
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such as retrieving information after the conference or displaying a 

custom picture ID.  However the viewer will be able to try out the 

conference quickly and easily and has to option of signing up at a later 

date.   To enter the conference as a guest, he/she must input only a 

name (see Figure 3) and will be given a default picture ID for the 

duration of the conference.   

Once all required information has been submitted, the viewer can press 

ƭƻƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άƭƻƎƎƛƴƎ ƛƴέ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ όFigure 4).  This 

eliminates the possibility that the 

user might press the login button 

twice, as it is disabled and no longer 

displayed. 

     The system will then check the 

ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ 

components, such as connection 

speed, ability to connect directly to 

server or need to tunnel, and for 

also for optional components, such 

as availability of a webcam.    

A checklist will be displayed with a 

check mark beside all requirements or 

ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ά·έ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ (see 

FƛƎǳǊŜΩǎ р ŀƴŘ сύΦ  {ƘƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƳŀǊƪǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ viewer can press 

άŜƴǘŜǊ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ ǘƻ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ  hƴ ǘƘŜ 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 Figure 6 
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other hand, should some of the requirements or options not be met, 

the viewer will be given the option to fix something and then try again, 

or to ignore the warnings and enter the conference anyways.  

 

Main Interface  
      Once the user has entered the conference, five default modules will 

appear in the main interface (Figure 7), άtǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ά±ƛŘŜƻέΣ 

άtŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎέΣ άDǊƻǳǇ /ƘŀǘέΣ ŀƴŘ άDǊƻǳǇ bƻǘŜǎέΦ   ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀ 

main navigation bar (Figure 8) located at the top of the screen, from 

which the user can open new modules, change settings, get help, or 

view their profile (only if not a guest).   

When designing the general layout for the interface, there were two 

options: floating or docked.  A floating layout would mean all modules 

Figure 7 
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are free to be moved wherever the viewer desires, however there 

would be no sense of stability and consistency and the viewer could 

easily get frustrated and confused with the number of modules 

scattered across the interface.  A docked layout would mean all the 

modules are permanently stationed in a fixed location and the viewer 

cannot move them, this creates a great sense of stability, but he/she 

may feel trapped within a specific structure that he/she does not 

particularly like.   

 

The proposed interface combines the two types of layouts.   The left 

side of the interface is a dock in which the viewer can add, remove, or 

relocate any module inside it, while the rest of the interface is floating, 

allowing the viewer to re-size, delete or add as many modules as is 

desired.  The top navigation is permanently docked and is immovable 

regardless of how many modules are open or which size they are set at.    

 

Navigation Bar  

The main navigation bar located at the top of the interface gives the 

viewer stability through providing a single location where all other 

modules and actions can be accessed.   It also houses a number of 

notifications that alert the viewer of new activity in the shared modules.    

The user will be notified on any activity within the Group Chat, Group 

Notes, Files, and Participants modules regardless of whether or not the 

specified module is open.  The picture associated with each module will 

light up when notifying the viewer.  Double-clicking on the notification 

will open the module or bring it to the front of the screen.   

 

From the navigation bar the viewers are also able to access their profiles 

and an external help file containing frequently asked questions, along 

with descriptions and video tutorials detailing how to do certain tasks.    

Figure 8 
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Each time a viewer in the conference shares something with the group, 

a new tab will appear with his/her name on it.  Figure 9 shows the series 

of events describing what occurs when a person (Fred in this case) 

begins sharing things with everyone in the conference.  As shown, a 

droǇ Řƻǿƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ƘŜκǎƘŜ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ 

more than one thing.   Clicking on the tab will bring everything that 

specific person is sharing to the forefront of the interface, however 

clicking on the drop down menu and selecting one thing the person is 

sharing will bring only that module to the front.  

The addition of a navigation bar containing all possible actions helps 

maintain organization and structure when the interface is forced to 

scale between various numbers of viewers and viewerΩǎ desires.  It 

organizes all the shared content and distinguishes between 

contributors.  It also allows for versatility when dealing with one-to-

many conferences or many-to-many conferences.  For example, in a 

many-to-many conference, there may be several tabs displaying various 

Figure 9 



User Interface Designs 
 

15 

 

 

shared content from multiple contributors, however in a one-to-many 

conference there is only one tab displaying the content that the 

presenter is sharing. 

 

Participants Module  

The participants module displays all the people 

currently logged in over the web and over the 

phone όƘŜǊŜ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

listener into one window).  

Figure 10 shows how the module looks when the 

first person signs into the conference.   The 

scroll bar will expand with an increasing number 

of participants.  The participants module is one 

of the modules that have an iconic 

representation in the notification section of the 

navigation bar. 

The previous version of the participants module was actually split into 

two separate modules, one for viewers and one for listeners, which 

caused duplicate entries.   The goal with a unified participants module 

was to make it as user friendly and intuitive as possible.   An icon was 

ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƛƴǎƛƴǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

ŘƛŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƛŎƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŘƛŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴέ 

column produces red lines when the 

person is talking or is crossed out 

when the person is muted (Figure 

11).  

    One problem encountered that 

proved quite persistent was how to 

connect the caller ID with the 

username to eliminate a double 

entry into the system.   A number of 

solutions were proposed, however 

each one contained a fatal hole that 

ultimately eliminated it from 

consideration.  

Figure 10 

Figure 11 
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In order for the process to be successful, the majority of the work had 

to be done behind the scenes, and less user intensive.  It had to 

correctly identify and associate a caller with a known user account 

(provided he/she is not a guest).  

A solution that satisfies all criteria is shown in Figure 12.   When a new 

user registers an account with BigBlueButton, they are asked to create a 

password in which the first four characters must be numbers.  These 

numbers are their pin number.  When the user dials into the voice 

bridge he/she will be prompted to enter the pin number, once entered, 

the system will dynamically associate the numbers with the first four 

characters of their respective password and display their information in 

the participants module (i.e. name, picture ID).   The process of 

associating the two points of entry varies depending on the order in 

which the user signs in to each one.  For example the process would be 

different if the user signed into the web first and then the voice bridge 

than it would be if it were reversed (Figure 13). 

Figure 12 
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Figure 13 
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One main concern within the interface was that participants and 

presenters may feel isolated, as is often the case when working alone 

online.   In an attempt to bridge the physical gap between everyone 

participating, a thumbnail option was added to the participants module 

(Figure 14).  

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ L5Ωǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

person in the conference, which helps to create a better sense of 

community and involvement.   It is also possible to view the webcams 

όƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳύ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƛŘΩǎΣ 

which could greatly enhance the classroom-like feel. 

 

Presentation Module  

The presentation module is 

where the slides for the 

conference are held (see Figure 

15).  It is capable of managing 

multiple slide decks from 

multiple contributors through a 

series of tabs at the top of the 

module.  

  

Figure 14 

Figure 15 
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Although the slide being shown will always follow the presenter, the 

participants are able to navigate away from the current slide to review 

or look ahead.  This capability, however, was causing participants to get 

lost and they found themselves unable to distinguish the current slide 

that the presenter was on from the rest of the slide deck.   As a solution 

to this problem, the current slide will constantly remain outlined, so 

that participants will always know which slide to go back to. 

Within the presentation ƳƻŘǳƭŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ άǊŀƛǎŜ ƘŀƴŘέΣ 

which allows participants to ask presenters questions at any point 

during the presentation (Figure 16).  These questions are viewable to 

anyone in the conference, but 

only the presenter has the 

option of answering them.    

The raise hand function was 

place in this module because it 

is where the presentation 

takes place and is therefore in 

the most strategically placed 

location. 

 

 

 

 

 

Group Chat Module  

The group chat module is where participants in the conference are able 

to chat amongst each other.   This module again manages multiple 

conversations through a series of tabs, the group chat always being 

open.   Users are able to change fonts and colours of their text as well as 

to whom it is direct.  This enables private chats as well as group or 

public chats.   

Figure 16 




