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RecipeFish: An Interface for Using Recipes While Cooking

Introduction

As recipe sites on the web have continued to grow in popularity and content, many people have begun to cook while following a recipe on a laptop perched on the kitchen counter, rather than using a cookbook or recipe card. Recipes on the web, however, are still basically static representations of the standard printed format that do not take advantage of the computer’s ability to offer additional functionality. The RecipeFish design addresses three opportunities for making a computer-based interface that is more useful during the act of cooking:

1. Because following a recipe entails constantly shifting between cooking and looking at the recipe, the interface should offer a way for the user to easily return to the step he is currently on and to always be able to easily read that step.

2. Placing ingredient quantity information in a separate list at the top of the recipe forces users to jump back and forth between the directions and quantity list while cooking.

3. The computer can offer the ability to set timers with a single mouse click, putting the timer information near the recipe and avoiding the need to use another device for keeping track of time.

Fisheye Display

The RecipeFish interface helps the user keep his place in the recipe with a display based on the well-known fisheye menu interaction paradigm. Fisheye menus allows for a high density of information in a small space by magnifying and shrinking items in a list based on each item’s current importance to the user. In the case of the fisheye menu, the center of the magnification is determined by the user’s mouse location, while RecipeFish centers the magnification on the current step in the instructions. In order to facilitate this, the directions are first broken into separate discrete steps and placed in a top-to-bottom list. As the user completes steps in the recipe he can move the focus point to the next step, which changes that step’s text color from gray to red and increases it’s size by 250 percent. Simultaneously the size of all other steps in the recipe are rescaled based on step-order proximity to the focus point so that previous and next steps are easily read, and steps further away in the cooking process are less and less intrusive (see Figure 1 below).

Specifically the algorithm performs the following calculations with each change of the focus point:

1. Calculate the absolute value of the difference between each instruction step and the current focus step. (E.g., if the third step is the current focus point, then the second step will have a difference of 1, while the eighth step will have a difference of 5.)

2. The percentage to scale the step is determined by dividing 200 by the difference calculated above. In other words, if the difference is 1, then the step is scaled by 200 percent. A minimum of 10% scale is applied so that no steps disappear.

3. Calculate the amount of vertical space taken up by all steps and subtract the result from the amount of vertical space available on the screen. This is used to determine the amount of space to be placed between each step.
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3. Add 4 tsp melted butter and 1/4 cup of milk and
pracess until and completely moistened.

4. 0il a -inch non-stick or glass pie plate.

5. Using wet fingers, press crumb mixture evenly into
bottom and up sides of pie plate.





Figure 1

Incorporating Ingredient Quantities

For a printed recipe it makes sense to put the ingredients and quantities in a list at the top because the user will often need to begin the process by making sure he has all the ingredients or by making a shopping list. While cooking, however, the standard format causes the user to have to shift back and forth between looking at the directions and quantities. In the context of web-based recipes the standard format may also introduce the need to use the mouse to scroll between the two sections. RecipeFish solves this problem by incorporating the quantities into the text of the directions. For example, rather than having a step that reads “In food processor, process cookies and brown sugar until finely ground,” this step would appear as “In food processor, process 9 oz box of cookies and 2 TB brown sugar until finely ground.”

While this textual modification and the fisheye distortion are intended to be useful while cooking, there may be some cases when a user may want to see the recipe in the standard format. For instances, some people like to get all the ingredients out at the beginning of the cooking process. For these situations RecipeFish offers the ability to switch to a standard recipe view with a single click and to switch back with without losing the current step.

Timers

In order to simplify the process of keeping track of time while cooking, RecipeFish offers a timer feature, eliminating the need to set a separate oven timer. When a recipe calls for an amount of time to be measured, the related words are underlined and can be clicked to start a timer. For example, if a step reads, “Bake for 10 minutes,” the words “10 minutes” are underlined and can be clicked to immediately start a 10-minute countdown. To help users associate the timer with the recipe step, the actual timer immediately appears at the point where the mouse was clicked and then makes an animated transition to the lower right-hand corner of the screen where it continues to countdown next to a small copy of the related instruction text (see Figure 2 below). When the timer has less than one minute left the text turns from gray to red. When the countdown finishes, an alarm sound plays.
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0il a S-inch non-stick or glass pie plate.
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bottom and up sides of pie plate.

6. Bake 10 minutes. If crust rises during baking, use
the back of a spoon to push the crust back into shape.

7. Cool on a wire rack.
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Figure 2

Input Mechanisms

Laptops are not the optimal device for use while cooking because it’s difficult to operate a mouse or keyboard with food-covered hands, and laptops are difficult to clean. In order to minimize this problem as much as possible, RecipeFish uses large target buttons that can easily be clicked even when the mouse hand is covered with an oven mitten or towel. In addition, moving between instructions and views can be done with these simple keystrokes:

Back Button: Up Arrow, Left Arrow, Backspace, Delete

Next Button: Spacebar, Down Arrow, Right Arrow

Switch View Button: Tab, Shift

Note that moving to the next step in the recipe, which is likely to be the most frequently performed action, is triggered by clicking the largest key—the spacebar.

About the Prototype

An initial prototype of RecipeFish was developed using Flash MX, almost entirely via code written in Actionscript. The prototype only includes one recipe (“Banana Cream Pie with Chocolate Cookie Crust”), but was developed with the intention of eventually working with any standard recipe. For instance, the prototype imports the recipe data from a text file and dynamically builds all elements of the display other than the buttons, which wouldn’t change from recipe to recipe. This should set the stage for connecting the display to a database of recipes in the future. The prototype, however, does rely on some hand preparation of the recipe data from the standard format, though this editing should be automatable in a future version. The prototype is currently available at: http://www.raccoonandzebra.com/flash/recipeFish.html
Future Work

As mentioned above, RecipeFish was designed to eventually be connected to a database of recipes with algorithms that process the data into the necessary format necessary. In addition, I would like to expand the timer functionality to offer the ability to keep track of multiple processes simultaneously, and to include buttons for pausing and stopping. It may also be useful to try other methods of user input such as voice commands or foot-triggered buttons. Before taking on any of these functionality improvements, however, the next step will be to run usability tests on the prototype interface. My intention is to begin with a 2-3 informal observations of users preparing a dish with the RecipeFish interface.
