The cost of learning how to use a particular software package is a fixed cost, independent of how experienced the user may be. This cost can be higher or lower, depending on the user's experience, but it is not zero. Once a new software package is aquired, one has to read the documentation, practice a bit, and invest time and energy in learning the basic skills to effectively operate the software package.

The fixed cost is not dependent on the amount of use the software package will get, i.e., whether a user actually uses this package only once in his/her lifetime or every day, the fixed cost is still present and it is the same for both cases.

The other component of the user cost is the variable cost. The variable cost is expressed as the cost to actually operate the package. Reading file time, saving file time, and complicated menu structures are examples of operating costs. Also, the operating costs are dependent on the frequency of use of a given software package: the more the user uses the package, the higher the oparating costs will be.

Varian also presents an interesting distinction for the "easy-to-use" concept. He divided the easy to use in two sub-groups: easy-to-learn and easy-to-operate. The main characteristics of both groups are listed below:

A well-designed software package should satisfy both groups.  But the key question is the consideration that a software vendor will face when the decision is due: Where to spend the extra dollar available in the development budget or which side should be the sacrificed lamb to allow the software to be delivered on schedule?

Each sub-group of software quality fits different styles of users. The software manufacturer needs to decide its main target user: the casual user or the power user. Since the software package is the same for both kind of users (assuming no software differentiation exists), the software vendor needs to decide which kind of user will bring more profits, and then invest its time and money trying to please the target user.

Should the software developer spend the extra dollar to improve performance or to fine-tune the menu structure? Improving performance would increase the easy to operate side and fine-tuning the menu structure would increase the easy to learn side of the easy-to-use quality factor of this software. The main question in the software vendor's mind is how to maximize the company profits. The total costs of this software package would be the variable costs plus the fixed costs, in other words, the cost of operating it (variable costs) plus the cost of learning it (fixed costs).
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