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How Domain Experts Use an Embedded DSL
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Programming tools are increasingly integral to research and analysis in myriad domains, including specialized
areas with no formal relation to computer science. Embedded domain-speci!c languages (eDSLs) have the
potential to serve these programmers while placing relatively light implementation burdens on language
designers. However, barriers to eDSL use reduce their practical value and adoption. In this paper, we aim to
deepen our understanding of how programmers use eDSLs and identify user needs to inform future eDSL
designs. We performed a contextual inquiry (9 participants) with domain experts using Mimi, an eDSL for
climate change economics modeling. A thematic analysis identi!ed !ve key themes, including: the interaction
between the eDSL and the host language has signi!cant and sometimes unexpected impacts on eDSL user
experience, and users preferentially engage with domain-speci!c communities and code templates rather than
host language resources. The needs uncovered in our study o"er design considerations for future eDSLs and
suggest directions for future DSL usability research.

CCS Concepts: • Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in HCI; • Software and its engi-
neering→ Designing software.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Experts across a diverse range of !elds have come to rely on programming and computation. We see
this trend playing out across myriad domains, including earth sciences and climate change [Balaji
et al. 2018; Easterbrook 2010; Easterbrook and Johns 2009; Williams 2014]. For domains like these, in
which practitioners typically lack formal computer science education, the usability and learnability
of available languages can be substantial pain points. These users typically do not share the body
of computing-related background knowledge we expect from professional or formally trained
software engineers. However, domain experts within a given !eld often do share common problem
formulations, vocabulary, and knowledge. Domain-speci!c languages (DSLs) are a long-standing
and popular strategy for meeting the needs of such domain experts.
Embedded domain-speci!c languages (eDSLs), including libraries, are a particularly popular

approach. Embedded DSLS embed new constructs within a general-purpose language (GPL), adding
a thin layer of domain-speci!c elements specialized for a particular community’s needs. In contrast
to developing an entirely new, standalone language, embedding is e#cient for the designer, although
the host language may constrain and complicate the DSL [Cavé et al. 2010; Freeman and Pryce 2006;
Hudak 1998; Mernik et al. 2005]. (Section 7.1 of our Related Works o"ers a more detailed discussion
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275:2 Rennels and Chasins

of how eDSLs’ lower implementation burdens have made the embedded approach popular with
DSL designers). From the perspective of the DSL user, an eDSL may provide a richer and more
extensible tool than a standalone DSL.
While eDSLs can be immensely valuable, user experience challenges may make eDSLs less ap-

pealing to users than to designers [Gray et al. 2008]. One empirical study of 10 DSL implementations
(nine non-embedded DSLs and one eDSL) found that while the eDSL ranked best in implementation
e!ort, it ranked second worst in end-user e!ort [Kosar et al. 2008]. This suggests an opportunity for
language designers to improve user experience via a better understanding of eDSL user needs.

User experience analyses of eDSLs naturally di"er from analyses of GPLs and even non-embedded
DSLs. For example, the e"ect on users of the relationship between an eDSL and its host language are
unique to the embedded approach and demand fresh analyses. Similarly, user experience analyses
of domain experts using programming languages di"er from analyses of practiced programmers.
For example, priorities and metrics for successful language use may di"er across these di"erent
settings [Barišić et al. 2011].

This paper describes a study of eDSL user experience in which all participants are experts in the
eDSL’s domain. Our study advances our knowledge both of the overall eDSL user experience and
more speci!cally domain experts’ user experience with eDSLs.
To date we have only a small body of literature observing how users actually interact with

embedded DSLs, and an even smaller subset observing how domain experts interact. (See Section
7.2.2 for a summary of this work to date.) By contributing to this line of research, we hope to
support the community in improving eDSL usability and usefulness, making eDSLs attractive not
only for DSL designers but also for a broad array of users.

We conducted a contextual inquiry, employing observations and semi-structured interviews to:

(1) directly observe domain experts’ user experience with a climate change economics eDSL
(2) examine the impact of eDSL design and implementation decisions on user experience
(3) suggest design considerations for future eDSLs

Our !ndings fall into !ve core themes: (i) impacts of the host language, (ii) impacts of the interaction
between host and embedded language, (iii) eDSL-speci!c communities, (iv) eDSL-speci!c resources,
and (v) integration of multiple tools via the host language. Within each high-level theme, we
observed a range of behaviors and patterns. For example, although many eDSL design guidelines
suggest blurring the line between an eDSL and its host language, we observed that blurring this line
made debugging tasks di#cult for participants, especially for novice programmers. Another example:
participants preferred to seek eDSL-speci!c resources, including eDSL-speci!c communities and
eDSL-speci!c tutorials, even for needs that could have been satis!ed by StackOver&ow or language-
speci!c resources. Based on our !ndings, we suggest (i) a set of design considerations for future
eDSL designers and (ii) directions for future eDSL user experience research.

2 BACKGROUND

Here we brie&y introduce key terms and the particular eDSL we used in our study.

2.1 Key Terms

Developers vs. Users. Throughout this paper, we will use the term developer or designer to refer
to individuals designing and implementing languages, DSLs, and eDSLs. We will use the term user
or end user to refer to individuals writing programs with those languages, DSLs, and eDSLs.

User Experience, Usability, and Learnability. We will use the umbrella term user experience to
discuss many aspects of programmers’ interactions with languages, programming tools, language
communities, and programming environments. We will use the term usability speci!cally for
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discussions of whether users can easily accomplish particular goals with a given tool. We will use
the term learnability for discussions of whether tools are easy or di#cult for new users to learn.

2.2 Mimi, an eDSL for Integrated Assessment Models

This paper presents a contextual inquiry of how domain experts use Mimi, an eDSL for Integrated
Assessment Models (IAMs). IAMs are used to calculate the social cost of carbon dioxide (SC-CO2),
an economic metric employed extensively to inform a range of climate policy decisions. The SC-CO2

represents the net economic e"ects of emitting one additional metric tonne of carbon dioxide into
the atmosphere. Applications of the SC-CO2 include calculating the value of taxes for carbon tax
regulation, utilities resource planning, and cost-bene!t analysis made on municipal and federal
levels. The 2018 Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences honored Professor William Nordhaus,
who pioneered these macroeconomic models in the early 1980s [Nordhaus 1982].

Until recently, IAMs were implemented via a fragmented conglomeration of many di"erent pro-
gramming languages, APIs, hosting platforms, and other tools. Interacting with these miscellaneous
programming tools makes IAM analyses daunting for even experienced domain experts. Analyzing
one, let alone comparing several models requires signi!cant learning and time-consuming harmo-
nization work. Researchers and other interested parties must write their own code to carry out
crucial steps like uncertainty analysis and sensitivity analysis, with the result that practitioners
often skip it or perform it haphazardly. In 2017 a seminal report by the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine recommended the development of “an open-source, compu-
tationally e#cient, publicly accessible, and clearly documented computational platform” to help
remedy these problems [NASEM 2017].

Fig. 1. A schematic of an IAM’s structure [NASEM 2017; Rennert et al. 2022b] (le!) and representative code
snippets in Mimi (right).

The Mimi eDSL [Antho" et al. 2023a] aims to meet this need for an integrated software tool
that co-locates a range of existing and in-development IAMs. Mimi is a domain-speci!c language
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embedded within the general-purpose Julia language. The design prioritizes closeness of mapping
between domain-speci!c concepts and eDSL constructs. It handles much of the boilerplate code
each user would otherwise have to re-implement, and focuses on a &ow that mirrors the layout of
the domain’s scienti!c literature. It introduces a custom set of abstractions to streamline model
creation and editing, facilitates collaboration across teams with a modular approach, and provides
infrastructure for sensitivity analysis and results visualization.
As shown in Figure 1, IAMs are composed of modules (e.g. Socioeconomic, Climate, Damages,

Discounting), each of which is composed of one or more Components—essentially, sub-modules (e.g.,
Socioeconomic_co2 and Climate_co2_cycle). Each Component uses both exogenous Parameters
from data !les and endogenous Parameters from upstream Components to make calculations.
Mimi’s implementation leverages a range of Julia features including its support for macros, multiple
dispatch, dynamic typing, high performance numerical computing, and Julia’s environment and
package management support [Bezanson et al. 2017]. Section 4.2.3 further ellaborates on these
features in the context of Mimi user experience.
Figure 1 includes concrete snippets of a Mimi program, which we use to illustrate a few key

Mimi features:

• To construct a model, the programmer sets dimensions (set_dimension! on line 35), adds
Components (add_comp! on line numbers 36-37), and adds connections between them
(connect_param! on line 41).

• Building and running models requires using the Julia package management system (Pkg
functions) (30-31), and new models are often developed as Packages themselves.

• Component, Parameter, Variable, and Model are custom types which take advantage of
Julia’s support for multiple dispatch (see Section 4.2.3). For example, run(m) on line 42 calls
the Julia Base.run function on Mimi’s Model type. Mimi creators implemented a Method
that de!nes the behavior when Base.run dispatches on a Model.

• Mimi uses macros to implement Components (e.g., @defcomp on lines 1 and 15), and in other
contexts to implement Monte Carlo Simulations (@defsim). The syntax of Components and
SimulationDefinitions is designed to closely resemble the host language’s syntax for
functions (see Section 4.2.2).

Mimi was designed with the goal of (i) promoting collaboration both within the academic
community, and more broadly across the full range of stakeholders involved in climate policy-
making, and (ii) reducing barriers to novel scienti!c inquiry [Antho" et al. 2019, 2023a]. Recent
publications suggest success in these goals, with Mimi being used both in academia [Bastien-Olvera
and Moore 2021; Dietz et al. 2021; Errickson et al. 2021; Rennert et al. 2022a] and in policy [US
Environmental Protection Agency 2022a,b].

3 STUDY DESIGN

We conducted a contextual inquiry [Holtzblatt and Beyer 1997; Holzblatt and Beyer 2017] study with
nine participants, primarily from academic backgrounds with some representation from industry,
the public sector, and NGOs. All participants used the eDSL under study, Mimi, in their current
work. The study design is informed by existing literature and practices in ethnographic research,
speci!cally as applied to the computing domain and the !eld of human computer interaction
(HCI) [Crabtree et al. 2012; Goodwin 2015; Hacking 1991; Randall et al. 2007; Verne and Bratteteig
2018]. Contextual inquiry is a heavyweight methodology for collecting qualitative data about human
participants’ existing work practices. It emphasizes observing participants doing their own work in
their own places of work (their contexts). During sessions, the researcher acts as a kind of apprentice;
their role is to learn to do the work in the same way that the participant does the work—even if the

Proc. ACM Program. Lang., Vol. 7, No. OOPSLA2, Article 275. Publication date: October 2023.



How Domain Experts Use an Embedded DSL 275:5

Table 1. Key information about study participants.
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Setting for
Mimi.jl Work

Programming Education
(formal & informal)

PLs and Tools Used
in Last Two Weeks

P1 30 PhD Candidate, Geogra-
phy

7 11 2 academic
research

- Numerical modeling
courses (BSc)

R

P2 32 Post-Doctoral Researcher,
School of Government

10 10 5 academic
research, gov-
ernment, and
private sector

- MSc in Science and Ex-
ecutive Engineering
- Informal training with
Mimi developers

Julia

P3 28 Assistant Professor, Civil
and Environmental Engi-
neering

9 10 1 academic
research

- 1 course in undergradu-
ate
- Many years of informal
self study
- Various online tutori-
als and parts of online
classes

Python, Julia,
Jupyter notebooks

P4 37 Economist with federal
government

2 10 < 1 academic
research and
government

- Informal as a necessity
to for research needs and
interests

R, Stata, Julia, La-
TeX, Python

P5 40 Assistant Professor,
School of Marine Science
and Policy

8 30 6 academic
research

- Formal education in
C++, Scheme

R, Python, Julia,
Javascript

P6 59 Associate Professor, De-
partment of Computa-
tional Data Sciences

30 40 3 academic
research

- Formal education in For-
tran and NetLogo
- Self-taught Pascal, SAS,
Julia, Python, R, Visual
Basic

NetLogo, Julia

P7 22 Research Assistant for
federal government

1 4 < 1 academic
research

- Government
- Statistics undergraduate
degree (R)
- Online courses (Python)

R, Julia, Python

P8 28 Research Associate at
NGO

1 7 < 1 NGO - Data science course
(graduate school)
- R-based ecological dy-
namics course

R, Julia

P9 33 Assistant Professor,
School of Mathematical
Sciences

11 13 2 academic
research

- Introductory computer
science (undergraduate)
- Learning on the job and
teaching Computer/Data
Science

Julia, Python, R, Ex-
cel, GitHub, Google
Colab, Jupyter note-
books

researcher already knows alternative ways of doing it. Contextual inquiry is especially useful for
need-!nding research, which focuses on identifying problems in existing work practices.
We designed our study around two research questions:

• What kinds of programming challenges do domain experts face during use of an eDSL
designed for their domain?

• Which of these challenges arise speci!cally because the DSL is embedded, or because of
interactions between the DSL and the host language?

Participants and Recruitment. We recruited nine participants via snowball sampling, starting
with recruitment emails to individuals, research labs, and policy groups known to use the eDSL
under study, as well as a recruitment post on the public Mimi user forum [Antho" et al. 2019].
Recruitment used a screening survey to collect metadata and ensure that our sample of participants
varied across several axes—background discipline or industry, years of experience in the climate
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275:6 Rennels and Chasins

change domain, and levels of formal and informal computing education, and years of experience
with programming and speci!cally with Mimi programming. See Table 1 for participant details.
We recruited for diversity in order to avoid centering our analysis on experiences speci!c to a
particular subpopulation of Mimi users. All participants were existing Mimi users, and we observed
them working on their own Mimi-related projects during our contextual inquiry sessions. Thus,
our work does not surface challenges speci!c to users who are new to a particular eDSL. As shown
in Table 1 and con!rmed during sessions, most participants are not formally trained programmers,
and while they vary in years of experience and relative comfort with programming, they primarily
use programming as a means for domain research and professional tasks.

Consent and Compensation. For our informed consent process, participants signed a consent
form prior to beginning the study session. We compensated participants with a $40 gift card to
either Amazon or a local business of their choice.

Session Protocol. Each session began with a short introduction to the study and verbal rea#rma-
tion of informed consent. We then conducted an approximately 45-minute observation followed by
a 5–10-minute semi-structured interview. In the observation period, participants worked on a task
of their choice using the Mimi eDSL. All participants brought existing in-progress Mimi projects, or
recently completed projects they hoped to turn back to in the near-future. During observation, in
accordance with the contextual inquiry approach, we interrupted with questions when we needed
clari!cations about participant actions. In a semi-structured interview [Knott et al. 2022; Wood
1997], the researcher holds a conversation with a participant, guided by a predetermined set of
open-ended questions but with the &exibility to explore responses or other directions freely. For
example, our interview guide included prompts like:

"Thinking back on your uses of Mimi in the last two weeks, can you list some of the speci!c tasks you
carried out with as much detail as possible."

"Thinking back to the last time you were frustrated with a Mimi functionality, or lack thereof, can you
describe the experience? Furthermore, how did you try to !gure out how to solve the problem?"

We also used much of the interview time to validate interpretations of participants’ actions during
the observation portion.

We conducted sessions remotely over Zoom and recorded them for subsequent analysis; record-
ings included video of the participant’s screen, video of the participant, and audio of the conversation.
The !rst author conducted all contextual inquiry sessions.

In keeping with the standard practices of contextual inquiry, participants (rather than researchers)
chose the programming tasks we observed [Holtzblatt and Beyer 1997; Holzblatt and Beyer 2017].
This contextual inquiry approach o"ers a number of key bene!ts, of which we highlight two:
(i) Observing how participants use the eDSL, not how researchers think they use it. While
a !xed, researcher-designed task has some bene!ts for comparability across participants and more
standardized quantitative results, it risks imposing researcher assumptions on the participants.
Instead, contextual inquiry aims to reveal what participants do in their real work; this focuses our
subsequent analysis on problems and user experiences that participants face in practice. (ii) Wide
range of use cases and work!ows. In addition to eliciting realistic needs, we aimed to elicit
diverse needs. Enforcing a !xed task would have narrowed the range of observed problems to
only the problems that can arise within the !xed task. As described above and re&ected in Table 1,
participants exhibited a range of backgrounds, use cases, and choices around tools and computing
environments. This allowed us to observe a broader array of behaviors and challenges. Overall,
study designs that allow participants to work within their usual environments and on familiar tasks
have the potential to improve ecological validity (observations are more faithful to the real-world
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user experience than unfamiliar lab-assigned environments and tasks) and breadth (observations
vary more from participant to participant).

Note that while this is a user study, it is not an experiment. There is no comparison of a control
group versus an intervention. Contextual inquiry is useful for our need-!nding purposes because
it allows us to observe a broad array of behaviors, challenges, and tasks; that same diversity means
that comparison across participants is infeasible. More importantly, comparison across participants
is not a goal of this work. Rather, the goal is to learn about as many programmer challenges as we
can. See Section 6 for a deeper discussion of the kinds of research questions we can answer with
contextual inquiry versus the kinds that require other types of data.
Although contextual inquiry is resource-intensive and produces data that is not amenable

to shallow data analysis techniques, it o"ers rich, detailed information about real-world use
cases [Holtzblatt and Beyer 1997; Holzblatt and Beyer 2017].

Data Analysis. We conducted an inductive, semantic thematic analysis [Braun and Clarke 2006]
of the audiovisual recordings of study sessions using MaxQDA [Software 2022]. This analysis
covered nine sessions and over 400 minutes of recordings. First, the !rst author used open coding
to assign semantic codes and accompanying descriptions to short video segments (5-30 seconds
each). In this phase, we aimed to associate purely descriptive text, without interpretation. Both
authors reviewed the open codes that resulted from this phase. Next we began an iterative process
of grouping these codes to produce the next layer in a hierarchy of axial codes. We added layers
to the hierarchy as needed, consolidated and partitioned axial codes as needed, and re!ned code
de!nitions throughout the iterative thematic analysis process. This culminated in several high-level
themes, the top level of the axial code hierarchy, and these themes guide the structure of this paper.

4 FINDINGS

This section presents key !ndings, organized into !ve high-level themes: (i) Impacts of the host
language: For example, the choice of host language a"ects access to other interoperable software,
exposes participants to host-language error messages, and may shape their experience with package
management systems. (ii) Impacts of the interaction between host and embedded language: For
example, blurring the line between eDSL and host language behaviors canmake tasks like debugging
di#cult for participants, syntax similarities between host languages and eDSLs led participants to
make wrong guesses about allowable eDSL syntax, and eDSL implementation choices shape the
host language features that participants must learn. (iii) EDSL-speci!c communities: Participants
show a preference for eDSL-speci!c communities, and some relate adoption or continued use of
the eDSL to the availability of these resources. (iv) EDSL-speci!c resources: Participants exhibit
a heavy reliance on eDSL-speci!c tutorials and existing eDSL codebases, with implications for
programming pattern replication over time and the importance of creating relevant reference
material. (v) Integration of multiple tools via the host language: Participants necessarily integrate
multiple software tools in their work&ows, and are sensitive to the complexities and error-proneness
of transferring data between tools.

4.1 Impacts of the Host Language

The choice of host language a"ects not only the work of the embedded DSL developers but also
the usability of the resultant DSL. This is a dominant theme of this study: "My frustration with Julia
and my frustration with Mimi run together a lot" (P8; 7 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi). While the
literature emphasizes that choice of host GPL has consequences for eDSL developers [Freeman
and Pryce 2006; Kamin 1998; Mernik et al. 2005], this section focuses on the implication of host
language choice on eDSL users.
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4.1.1 Availability and Stability of Other Tools for the Host Language. The participant experience
was substantially a"ected by (i) the availability and stability of Julia packages and (ii) the fact
that writing Julia programs let them work within a large, well-supported ecosystem of tools and
infrastructure, such as popular IDEs and linters. (See Section 7.1.1 for related literature.)

Participants reported struggling in cases where other Julia packages, other than the eDSL under
study, changed rapidly or failed to suit their use cases. Julia is a fairly young language, and many
packages are under rapid development. P2 expressed frustration with the need to rewrite their code
to match syntax when packages released new (breaking) changes:

"One of the things that has been annoying is that with Julia’s updates, like reading the !les for instance,
the syntax has changed a bit ...and so this is some code that was started to be written maybe a couple of
years ago, and so I’ve had to rewrite. I mean it’s not a huge e"ort, but it de!nitely takes like half day or
something to move it over." (P2; 10 yrs programming, 5 yrs Mimi)

Several participants expressed a desire for richer plotting packages in Julia. P2 used the Julia
VegaLite package for plotting, but stated that "Julia is pretty new, VegaLite is pretty new, so there are
some limitations" (P2). P1, P4, and P9 explicitly stepped out of Julia and used R’s ggplot [Wickham
2016] to do plotting. This incurred the cost of data I/O, described in detail in Section 4.5. Because
of this lack of su#cient Julia plotting support, P9’s work&ow involved &ipping rapidly between
Mimi and Julia in the Visual Studio Code (VSCode) IDE to run and edit scripts, and Python and
Jupyter Notebooks [Jupyter 2022] for data exploration and plotting. This seemed to slow work&ow,
speci!cally disrupting !le organization as P9 created disparate !les that were di#cult to track (again
see Section 4.5).
In contrast, the availability of useful Julia packages substantially enriched participants’ experi-

ences with Mimi. P5, an advanced Mimi user with 30 years of programming experience and 6 years
of Mimi experience, took advantage of Julia packages for optimization and linear programming.
They said this integration had been "working quite well" (P5) for them. Leveraging the host lan-
guage’s strengths in numerical programming and performance was key to making Mimi useful for
their work. Both P4 and P9 similarly took advantage of Julia’s rich ecosystem of statistical packages,
using them to add e#cient and powerful statistical and optimization functionality.

Apart from packages, compatible programming tools and environments a"ected user experience.
Most participants utilized an IDE like Juno [Juno 2022] or Visual Studio Code (VSCode) [Microsoft
2022] to do their work in addition to either integrated Github functionality in the IDE, or a
Github Desktop Application. The host language, Julia, is well integrated into these tools, and Mimi
piggybacks on this integration. For example, P3 took advantage of the fact that VSCode looks for
environment con!guration !les and automatically instantiates the prede!ned environment when a
Julia REPL is started. They said "I like that the VSCode extension will do that by default" (P3). P2
relied heavily on the fact that Julia’s Vegalite [Antho" 2022] package is integrated into VSCode
such that plots pop up in an integrated window, and P9 used Jupyter Notebooks for diagnostics
and other subtasks.
On the other hand, barriers to integrating tools with the host language can also be barriers to

integrating those tools with the embedded language. By default, a Julia package is stored in a hidden
folder, making it undiscoverable to default Jupyter Notebook instances. Setting up a Mimi model
as a package thus makes it undiscoverable to Jupyter. P3: "you can’t put a Jupyter notebook in a
hidden folder and that’s where I just quit" (P3). When embedded DSLs inherit obstacles to tool
integration from their host languages, this can a"ect user experience.

Key Insight. Participant experience was a"ected not only by intrinsic features of the host language, but
also by (i) the availability of other packages and eDSLs implemented for the host language and (ii) the
availability of infrastructure and programming environments that support the host language.
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Since embedded DSLs operate not as standalone languages, but members of an ecosystem of
packages and tools, the usability of an eDSL is tied to (i) the host language’s available tooling,
(ii) integration with other software products, and (iii) the package ecosystem. If one is choosing the
embedded approach in part to leverage this, it may be helpful for designers to take a holistic look
at the how their DSL will !t and how compatible tooling will a"ect the user experience.

4.1.2 Host Language Error Messages. Error messages written by the Mimi developers use the
concepts and vocabulary of the embedded DSL and are intended to be easily interpretable for a
Mimi user. Errors from Julia often used unfamiliar concepts from the host language, which hindered
debugging e"orts. This !nding echoes speculation from the literature that eDSL error messages
may be more confusing than non-embedded DSL error message because they re&ect the concepts
and vocabulary of the host language instead of the DSL (Section 7.1.1).
Julia errors commonly refer to the Julia type system. If Julia cannot determine which function

method to call based on the argument’s run-time types, it throws a MethodError signaling that
there is no Method for the given (argument) Type(s). For participants new to the Julia type system,
these errors may seem unintelligible: P8 (7 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi): "The Mimi API errors in
a similar way to the way Julia errors, such that the error message for someone who isn’t savvy in
all the types like AbstractBool can be a little bit like morse code sometimes." (emphasis added)

Another example: Mimi extends the Julia Base function getindex such that one can call it on a
Mimi.Model to obtain Parameter and Variable values. P7 (4 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi) tried to
access the parameter values of paramname of component compname in a model mymodel that they
had not yet run; they typed values = mymodel[:compname, :paramname]. Because brackets are
syntactic sugar for the getindex function, they encountered the error:

MethodError: no method matching getindex(::Nothing, ::Symbol, ::Symbol)

They noticed that the error message "said something about getindex" (P7), and knew this related
to brackets, so they identi!ed various places where they used brackets, but it took several minutes
to match the error message’s listing of the (::Nothing, ::Symbol, ::Symbol) types to the
mymodel, compname, and paramname arguments respectively. Even when they managed to diagnose
the issue, their ability to identify the error was largely in&uenced by "seeing this error before" (P7).
For participants who were not comfortable with the Julia type system and the errors associated
with it, this common category of MethodError was di#cult for participants to understand.

In another case, an error message in response to P3’s small syntax error (including an additional
semicolon) used language speci!c to Julia metaprogramming:

... LoadError: Unknown argument name: '$Expr[: parameters, :($Expr(:kw, :kindex, :[time ...

This error took the participant about ten minutes to resolve. (See further detail in 4.2.2.)

Key Insight. Error messages that rely on users understanding host-language vocabulary degraded
participants’ user experience, especially for those new to the host language.

Participants’ ability to understand the error messages they encountered, and to debug their
programs accordingly, was crucial for user experience. While Mimi developers may aim to provide
custom error messages that use constructs and vocabulary consistent with the eDSL, shielding
users from the host errors entirely is di#cult. However, eDSL design decisions a"ect which classes
of host-language errors become common. For example, the design decision to use Julia macros to
implement Mimi made macro-related Julia errors more likely. Overall, where Mimi implementation
decisions resulted in users seeing unfamiliar host-language concepts in error messages, debugging
was time-consuming and di#cult.
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4.1.3 Host Language Package Management System. For eDSLs implemented as packages, selecting
a host language also means selecting the package management system that users must understand.
Since Mimi is embedded in Julia, participants had to learn the Julia package management system.

P3 stated that they "love the Julia environments" (P3), though they took some e"ort to learn. P7
emphasized the learning curve as well:

"When I !rst started using Mimi, it was quite di#cult and frustrating because I didn’t understand how all
the dependencies and environments and all that kind of worked. But as I’ve gotten better with Mimi things
have gotten generally less frustrating." (P7; 4 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi)

During their session, P4 (10 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi) seamlessly and frequently used
Pkg> st in the REPL to check what packages, and what versions, were in their active environment.
They said of this check that "these are just things I do because things happen when I’m not paying
attention, and I do not know why" (P4). They also integrated the Pkg package into their scripts’
preamble, including:

# Activate the project and make sure all packages are installed.

Pkg.activate("source_folder_name")

Pkg.instantiate()

This ensured the intended environment was activated in their working session and that all
necessary packages were downloaded. P9 did the same. This preamble may indicate these partici-
pants have developed guardrails in response to prior di#culties from forgetting to update the Julia
environment state.
P1, P2, and P6 used package management to add and use packages without observed trouble,

even when P6 saw an error indicating the need to download a speci!c package, a problem they
diagnosed quickly. Participants did perceive package installation as time consuming and tedious.
P8 started a fresh project with the default (empty) environment. When they realized that they had
a pre-existing environment that would work for their experiment, they switched to that one to
avoid the time and the verbose process of re-adding packages to a new environment.
Overall, levels of comfort with Julia’s package management varied. Some participants seemed

to have smoothed the process by erecting guardrails for their own processes, updating packages
automatically to avoid some common pitfalls, while others continued to manage them manually.
The visibility into environment state, verbosity, and slow precompilation time of Julia package
management are common complaints in the Julia community [Boudreau 2019], and we saw these
concerns echoed by Mimi users.
Although we intended our study design primarily to reveal issues around the interaction of

eDSLs with their host languages, this topic gives us an opening to discuss opportunities around
the interactions of eDSLs with language tooling more broadly. In particular, note the common
threads throughout the package management struggles described above: visibility into the package
environment and variations in the package environment. Participants repeatedly using Pkg>st

were struggling with visibility. Participants who added guardrails that ensured a particular !xed set
of packages were struggling with variation. Participants talking about "things happen[ing] when
I’m not paying attention" were struggling with both visibility and variation—and in fact the two are
closely related. The fact that these were the core issues suggests a role for IDEs—or other language
support tooling—that support users in maintaining awareness of current environment state or in
freezing environment states. We speculate that any intervention that makes environment state
more visible, harder to miss, or that makes it di#cult to alter the environment in non-reproducible
ways may ultimately make eDSLs more usable for the kinds of users we studied. For language
designers or IDE designers working on package management support who want to support eDSL
users of their language or tool, visibility of environment state should be a !rst-class concern.
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Key Insight. For an eDSL implemented as a package, the usability of the package management system
a"ected participants’ user experience.

Since many eDSLs are implemented as packages for the host language, designers may wish to
consider the usability of the package management system in selecting a host language. It may
even be worth preemptively assessing the usability of multiple candidate host languages’ package
management systems with the target audience. Since package management is a known usability
barrier within the Julia community, we also note a secondary key insight: Designers may wish to
identify commonly-known host language usability issues in order to preemptively smooth out the
experience for their eDSL users.

4.1.4 Impacts of Host Language Summary. The choice of a host language directly a"ects the
experience of the end user via:

• Access to other, interoperable host language software—e.g., libraries or programming envi-
ronments available for the host language—can a"ect the user experience of the eDSL.

• The eDSL implementation can expose users to error messages from the host language—and
especially error messages that use host-language terminology rather than domain-speci!c
terminology—that a"ect user experience.

• For eDSLs implemented as packages, the package management system is one component
of the host language that eDSL users will de!nitely need to learn, so package management
a"ects user experience.

Overall, the advantages of embedding a DSL in an existing host language, such as piggybacking
on tooling and access to rich host language features, also come with risks of confusing users and
burdening them with extra learning demands. This may be especially notable for users new to
both the eDSL and the host language. Our !ndings suggest that designers may wish to consider
how their implementation choices a"ect the three areas above. How will the eDSL implementation
a"ect which other host-language software and tooling is trivially inter-operable vs. di#cult to hook
together? For common categories of errors, will the resultant error messages express issues in the
vocabulary of the eDSL or the host language? Can the target audience be productive with the host
language’s package manager? And !nally, are there known user experience barriers associated
with the host language?

4.2 Impacts of the Interaction Between Host and Embedded Language

The !ndings so far emphasize aspects of the host language: availability of libraries and tools, error
message quality, package manager quality. DSL implementation choices can help users bene!t in
the positive case (programming environment support) or help shelter users in the negative case
(confusing error messages). However, these are !rst and foremost features of the host language, not
features of the interaction between the host and eDSL. In this subsection, we turn our attention to
interactions between the host and the eDSL.

4.2.1 Distinction Between Host Language and eDSL Behavior. Although many design guidelines
suggest a “seamless” integration of the eDSL into the host language, we observed that participants
often struggled when they could not !nd the seams.

Participants expressed confusion about the distinction between Mimi and Julia and sought clarity
on the dividing lines. These patterns may cast doubt on the design tenet that embedded DSLs
should be a "seamless extensions to the language" [Freeman and Pryce 2006]. Section 4.1.2 detailed
how blurring the GPL–eDSL line damaged participants’ understanding of error messages, but this
same pattern appears in a variety of interactions.
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We observed that participants often felt they needed to know where Julia ended and Mimi began.
P1 was curious enough about the language di"erences to open the Mimi source code locally:

"I was just opening the Julia !les ... to get familiar with some Julia functions and what was Mimi and what
was Julia because ... I was new to Julia so for me it was like I don’t know what is something very speci!c
from Mimi." (P1; 11 yrs programming, 2 yrs Mimi)

The blurred GPL–eDSL distinction especially hampered debugging. When participants mistook
Mimi behaviors for Julia behaviors or Julia behaviors for Mimi behaviors, they expressed that they
did not know where to look to debug. For example, when P3 encountered a Julia parsing error,
they tried to use the Julia inline REPL help?> functionality to search help?> Mimi.Parameter

and, when that did not work, help?> Parameter. Since the help?> functionality only supports
Julia and not Mimi, they were unable to !nd any documentation.

A few users also wondered aloud whether certain pain points, such as performance issues, were
a Mimi behavior, a Julia characteristic, or a personal computer hardware problem (P4, P7). For
instance, "The explorer window [Mimi data visualization UI] takes a really long time to open, that’s
a bit annoying sometimes, I don’t know if .. is that a Mimi thing?" (P4).

Key Insight. Blurring the line between eDSL and host language made some tasks, especially debugging
tasks, ambiguous for participants; a blurred dividing line can leave it unclear whether to look for host or
eDSL resources and whether to dig into host or eDSL code.

Although eDSL design guides often suggest blurring or completely disguising the line between
the host and embedded language, this may sometimes stand in the way of user goals. For participants
identifying where to search for help or tracking down the source of performance issues, knowing
more about what was being handled by the host language versus the eDSL may have helped them
identify next steps.

4.2.2 Distinction Between Host Language and eDSL Syntax. While the prior discussion centered
on cases where participants wanted to know which behaviors to attribute to Julia vs. Mimi, this
discussion covers cases where participants needed to distinguish Julia and Mimi syntax. Again,
the literature recommends that "the EDSL syntax should make no distinction between the built-in
features of the language and those provided by the [eDSL designer] to support their applica-
tion" [Freeman and Pryce 2006]. And again, design choices that blurred the line between GPL and
eDSL blocked progress.
Prior literature argues that in cases where the syntax matches exactly, these kinds of parallels

may help users pick up eDSL syntax. However, in cases where the syntax is similar in some but
not all respects, these kinds of parallels may produce di#cult-to-diagnose issues. This dovetails
with literature warning that matching syntax can constrain design and reduce clarity for domain
users [Cavé et al. 2010; Mernik et al. 2005; Poltronieri et al. 2018b].

As an example of the dangers of looking too similar to host-language syntax, even programming
tools may draw unwarranted parallels between host-language syntax and eDSL syntax. P3 (10 yrs
programming, 1 yr Mimi) uncovered an unexpected syntax mismatch via using an automatic code
formatter. Their automatic formatter put a semicolon between required arguments and those with
default values. This converted myfunc(2, option=false) to myfunc(2; option=false). This is
standard recommended practice for formatting arguments to Julia functions, to increase readability.
This behavior caused problems for P3 when it interacted with Mimi syntax. Mimi’s macro-

implemented abstractions use syntax that resembles—but does not exactly reproduce—Julia function
syntax. Some Mimi macros include elements that resemble Julia function syntax, but which are actu-
ally parsed in the macro instead of run directly as functions. The choice to use similar syntax partly
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obscures that, under the surface, Mimi designers have implemented new, complex functionality.
For example, the following Mimi snippet creates a Parameter:

temperature = Parameter(index=[time], unit="degC")

When P3 wrote this line, their formatter mistook it for a Julia function call, rather than an expression
to be parsed within a Mimi macro, and automatically inserted a semicolon:

temperature = Parameter(; index=[time], unit="degC")

While the syntax of this macro expression closely resembles a Julia function call, the parsing logic
in the macro implementation does not handle semicolons, so adding a semicolon to the line caused
an error. P3 observed a low-level parsing error including the text:

... LoadError: Unknown argument name: '$Expr[: parameters, :($Expr(:kw, :kindex, :[time ...

The participant spent ten minutes trying to solve this problem, seeking help from online doc-
umentation and commenting out lines to try to isolate the error. They were eventually able to
compare to existing, functioning code and online examples to recognize that the extraneous semi-
colon did not match any examples or working code. Templates were useful for problem solving
here (see Section 4.4 for more on templates), but the participant had trouble understanding exactly
why the problem occurred. In this case, substantial similarities coupled with subtle inconsistency
between eDSL syntax and host language syntax resulted in a low-level error message about parsing
that did not match user concepts or knowledge and slowed progress signi!cantly.
Overall, this theme naturally raises questions about implementing abstractions with macros.

The DSL implementation literature suggests that the embedded approach constrains language
designers [Cavé et al. 2010; Freeman and Pryce 2006; Mernik et al. 2005; Poltronieri et al. 2018b;
van Deursen et al. 2000]; macros o"er them the opportunity to regain some control, maybe even to
implement abstractions that more closely match their target audience’s mental models [Blackwell
and Green 2003]. Although it is hardly a new !nding that macros present trade o"s for designers
and can complicate the ability of designers and users alike to reason about code [Ballantyne
et al. 2020; Becker et al. 2019; Brabrand and Schwartzbach 2002; Culpepper 2012; Culpepper and
Felleisen 2004], and that macro-related error messages and debugging are already a known usability
issue [Becker et al. 2019; Culpepper and Felleisen 2007; Dévai et al. 2015; Hemel et al. 2011; Niebler
2007], our !ndings suggest an additional class of situations in which macros are likely to degrade
user experience: using macros to implement syntax that is similar but not an exact match with
host-language syntax.

Key Insight. In cases where an eDSL implementation diverges from its host language, explicitly di!eren-
tiating between host language and eDSL syntax, as opposed to attempting to mimic syntax and blur the
distinction, may improve the user experience.

While making eDSL syntax similar to host language syntax may often help, looking too much like
host language syntax may hinder users. Especially during debugging, if the syntax does not signal
whether they are interacting with a host-language or eDSL construct, users may not know where
to seek help or understand why their code is failing when it looks similar to working host-language
code. Explicit di"erentiation may help in these cases.

4.2.3 eDSL Users Must Learn Parts of the Host Language, and eDSL Design Controls Which Parts.
When designers implement eDSLs, they make decisions about what parts of the host language users
have to learn. Design advice often emphasizes that being able to use a variety of host language
features makes eDSL creation easier for designers (Sec 7.1.1). However, asking users to understand
more host language features can make the eDSL harder to learn and use for those users.
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Participants identi!ed a lack of Julia understanding as a key obstacle to their progress with Mimi:

"It would be nice if there was some initial background on a few simple things on Julia, because [Mimi] is a
package that works in Julia ... A few things will come up that are sort of ... maybe I should have learned
Julia more !rst, but it’s sort of presented as you don’t necessarily need to." (P6; 40 yrs programming, 3 yrs
Mimi)

Package Development. Mimi documentation encourages formatting completed Mimi Models as
Julia Packages as opposed to Projects [Antho" et al. 2023b,c]. This design decision means that a user
working with one of these completed models must understand how developing a Package [Julia
Contributors 2022a] di"ers from working on a Project in Julia, and the implications for work&ow.
Registering Mimi models as packages in the Julia General Registry integrates them into documented
Julia work&ows and improves user experience for domain experts using them in projects—but it
can be a barrier for the users developing the packages themselves.
For over 6 months each, P4 and P7, both with less than one year of Mimi experience, devel-

oped existing Models-as-packages using unconventional work&ows that diverge from what Julia
documentation suggests for package development. They experienced continuous frustration with
not seeing their changes to core package scripts picked up when using that package, and their
strategies to get changes picked up were unreliable and hard to understand. This was caused
primarily by their systems pointing to the packages held in the General Registry, but changes being
made to the locally developed version and not synced to the General Registry. Julia’s recommended
package-style work&ow would have simpli!ed this problem, but participants continued to use a
project-style work&ow. This indicated they may not have been aware of how package development
di"ers from other work&ows.

"One of the things that I think is most frustrating for me as a novice is why didn’t my edits take and stu"?
So I started out and used to go back all the way to using and have it re-precompile, just because there
are so many hours and days where I’ve spent where my edits weren’t accounted for. Obviously my fault
because there was something wrong I was doing in my work&ow." (P4; 10 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi)

Eventually these participants learned, from experience in addition to the Mimi forum and developer
assistance, about a more reliable and conventional work&ow for package development and decided
to convert their work&ows. Even after shifting to the recommended work&ow, they were wary of
changes not being picked up, so much so that they begin each working session by killing the REPL:
"One thing I do is always at least kill the REPL because that’s been extremely unreliable as to what
it’s actually reading or is precompiled, and I haven’t really !gured that out." (P4).
In their session, P7 spent over 30 minutes trying to transition to the new suggested work&ow.

This included reading documentation, watching a video produced by the Mimi development team,
deleting and re-downloading (ormoving) local copies of in-development packages to the local system
Julia development folder, opening those packages to clean up their branches and con!gurations, and
!nally rebuilding con!guration !les of projects to link to these local development copies. This process
was slow and iterative, including working through error messages, returning to documentation,
and dealing with additional complications caused by using unconventional work&ows for so long.

Even once these participants transitioned to conventional work&ows, interaction with package
development remained a usability barrier. Getting changes re&ected in a running system is reliable
but slow using REPL restarts and precompilation. The Revise package allows many (but not all)
changes to be incorporated without killing the REPL, and P4 and P7 eventually learned about it,
but only by chance during o"hand conversations with Mimi developers.
Julia package development is not a simple endeavor, as evidenced by a host of supplementary

how-to guides [de Balsch 2021; DSB 2020], questions on forums, and even custom programming
environment tooling in IDEs like VSCode [Antho" 2020]. P3 even sought an additional package

Proc. ACM Program. Lang., Vol. 7, No. OOPSLA2, Article 275. Publication date: October 2023.



How Domain Experts Use an Embedded DSL 275:15

called DrWatson to help them manage their projects and development. The design decision to include
package development in the Mimi user work"ow meant that participants needed to understand this
complicated process.

Multiple Dispatch. The Mimi implementation makes heavy use of Julia’s support for multiple
dispatch [Conributors 2022; Julia Contributors 2022b]. See Section 2.2 for a discussion of how Mimi
uses multiple dispatch, and see Figure 1 for example code. The use of multiple dispatch allows
Mimi to essentially overload Julia Base functions like getindex, show, build, or external package
functions DataFrames.getdataframe and CSVFiles.load, so that these operators can accept
arguments with Mimi-speci!c types. This allows Mimi to maintain a relatively small code-base and
take advantage of host functionality and performance, keeps syntax consistent between eDSL and
GPL, and promotes rapid light development processes. That said, it also means that Mimi users are
exposed to error messages associated with multiple dispatch and that they must develop debugging
strategies for failures related to multiple dispatch.

For participants who describe themselves as not "savvy with types" (P8; 7 yrs programming, <1
yr Mimi), multiple dispatch errors—which rely on familiarity with the involved types and some
understanding of how Julia dispatches based on types—represented a user experience pain point.
Section 4.1.2 covers error messages and describes P6’s experience with the Symbol type and P7’s
with the Nothing type. We also observed that both P4 and P7 interacted with the Julia Nothing
type, both in error messages and in exploring object structures, since Mimi frequently uses the
value nothing of type Nothing to stand in for unset parameters or attributes.

Although participants experienced type-related confusions outside of multiple dispatch situations,
it is clear that the choice to use multiple dispatch in Mimi’s implementation had the knock on e!ect
of exposing Mimi users to an apparently confusing category of errors that reference the overloading
concept.

Common Julia Issues the eDSL Successfully Avoided. Mimi’s design did seem to successfully shield
participants from some common Julia user experience issues. For example, the eDSL somewhat pro-
tected participants from performance pitfalls, especially in potentially low-performance tasks like
Monte Carlo Simulations [Nissen 2022a]. Some programmers !nd Julia documentation thin [Bezan-
son 2019; Boudreau 2021], but we did not identify this as a primary challenge for our participants,
who had access to the Mimi documentation and forum (Section 4.3). The Julia community identi!es
confusion and frustration around subtyping logic, method speci!city rules, and the verbosity of
Union type declarations as user experience issues [Bezanson 2019; Nissen 2022b]. However, we
saw no evidence of this problem among participants, perhaps because the eDSL implements the
core composite types (Model, Component, Variable, etc.) and their methods; thus participants
were not required, nor apparently inclined, to engage with these Julia features. This design choice
also shielded participants from the common complaint that Julia does not have good protocols
for implementation of types that support common interfaces [Bezanson 2019]. By avoiding some
known-di#cult host language features, Mimi may have prevented some potential user experience
barriers.
Summary.

Key Insight. Embedded DSL implementation choices a"ected which features of the host language
participants had to learn. Enforcing that users must learn di#cult host language functionality may a"ect
the learnability of the eDSL or slow debugging e"orts.

Overall, Mimi’s design caused participants to interact with particular elements of Julia, including
package authoring and multiple dispatch, and it was clear their interactions with those Julia
elements drove some of their struggles with Mimi. Asking users to understand more host language
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features can make the eDSL harder to learn, especially for users new to the host language. On
the other hand, Mimi successfully shielded users from some common host language issues. This
suggests that designing learnable, usable eDSLs may require understanding how implementation
decisions a"ect the parts of the host language that users will be required to employ and reason
about. This kind of understanding may help designers change implementations to shield users from
known-complicated parts of the host language.

4.2.4 Impacts of Interactions Summary. Overall, interactions between the host language and the
eDSL a"ected the experience of the end user via:

• Blurring the line between eDSL and host language behaviors can degrade user experience
for users who are new to the host language, especially for debugging tasks.

• While making eDSL syntax and host language syntax look similar may help host-language
experts make good guesses about eDSL syntax, a near-perfect match may sometimes hinder
usability more than an explicit di"erentiation.

• The eDSL implementation can hide complex host language features or, either intentionally
or unintentionally, require eDSL users to learn them.

As in Section 4.1, it is clear that embedding a DSL in an existing host language o"ers the
advantage of piggybacking on access to rich host language features, but also risks confusing users
and burdening them with extra learning demands. Also as in Section 4.1, the bad outcomes may
be especially common for users new to both the eDSL and the host language, which may be more
common for domain experts. We suggest designers may wish to consider how their implementation
choices a"ect the three areas above. For common categories of errors, performance issues, and
other failures, will users know whether to blame the eDSL or the host language, and will they know
where to look for debugging help? For common syntax errors, will users know whether they are
debugging a host language construct or an eDSL construct? Which host language features will
users need to understand in order to be productive with the eDSL? And !nally, are there known
user experience barriers associated with some features of the host language, and can the eDSL
design shelter users from those features?

4.3 Engaging with eDSL-Specific Communities

Participants sought out domain-speci!c language communities as opposed to engaging with host-
language communities, and cited collaboration with the Mimi community as a driver of adoption.

4.3.1 An eDSL-Specific Community. Participants engaged readily with the Mimi community, but
much more rarely with host language and language-agnostic communities. In searches of two
common Julia resources—Stack Over&ow and the Julia Language Discourse—we observed no
evidence of Mimi users directing questions to the Julia community at large. In contrast, we !nd
eight of nine participants engaging on the Mimi forum [Antho" et al. 2019].

Of the ability to contact theMimi community with questions, P2 stated that "It has been absolutely
crucial ... I could lose days on this and instead I just write [the Mimi developers], and in a few
hours I have an answer. It’s incredible. My friends are jealous" (P2). Similarly, P1 said that their
Mimi public forum entries held a record of their toughest challenges, because that is where they
turned when they needed help beyond documentation. They said they avoided posting questions
to StackOver&ow, assuming "it’s going to take years" (P1) to get a response. In contrast, they said
the Mimi forum "was the !rst and only time I asked ... actually typing a question and asking for
help ... [it was] cool that I got responses and saw what I wanted to do" (P1).
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Key Insight. Participants preferred forums and communities that cater speci!cally to the eDSL, rather
than to the host language.

Our observations suggest eDSL users may prefer eDSL-speci!c forums and interaction with an
active eDSL user community for satisfactory user experience. These observations may be shaped
by a number of cultural factors—e.g., prior exposure to programming, domains of expertise—but
the reliance on Mimi-speci!c communities and overall underuse of Julia-associated or language-
agnostic resources suggests that at least for some audiences, an eDSL’s user experience may be
a"ected by access to their own specialized communities.

4.3.2 Community Engagement Impact on Adoption of eDSLs. Participants also reported that com-
munity engagement was key for adoption. This pattern is known for GPLs [Head 2016; Meyerovich
and Rabkin 2013], but our participants suggest the same pattern may apply for eDSLs.

Many of the study participants either began using Mimi because their research team or colleagues
useMimi, or so they could work speci!cally with new groups or individuals of interest. P1 attended a
workshop for about 50 domain experts and found that the "workshop sold it well" (P1) by presenting
not only how to use the DSL, but also the collaboration opportunities:

"I guess that also seeing other papers using it and, like, having the thought that at some point I could kind
of implement or, like, merge these components was tempting ... It was like ‘Ok so this is a way to get close
to research groups that are using it’." (P1; 11 yrs programming, 2 yrs Mimi)

Most participants worked on augmenting or modifying existing models in Mimi as opposed
to starting a brand-new model or project from scratch. We discuss this pattern in more detail
in Section 4.4. Participants reported that this kind of asynchronous collaboration with the Mimi
community was also a key driver of adoption.

Key Insight. Participants reported that eDSL-speci!c support and seeing a thriving eDSL community
played a role in their eDSL adoption decisions.

Since our contextual inquiry only observed existing users of Mimi, our data did not include
observations of eDSL adoption decisions. However, participants self-reported that learning about
the Mimi community—and having access to it—in&uenced their choice to adopt Mimi themselves.

4.4 Engaging with eDSL-Specific Tutorials and Codebases

Participants used Mimi tutorials and fellow Mimi users’ programs as starting points for their work.
Section 4.3 highlighted participants’ engagement with domain-speci!c user communities. Here
we make the related observation that participants looked to code from either Mimi tutorials, or
other Mimi users, as a primary source of templates. Participants frequently copy-and-pasted scripts
from these sources to begin their work. Most did not start from scratch but incrementally modi!ed
an existing publicly available Mimi Model. This behavior seemed mostly productive, given Mimi
support for Model modi!cation and community engagement, although in some cases it could lead
to bloated or confusing programs.

4.4.1 Copy-Paste-Modify. Many participants started a new program by !nding whole programs or
snippets of existing programs that they could adapt to meet their needs.

For example, P4 made several incremental modi!cations to an existing model. For each modi!ca-
tion, they (i) looked through the existing model for examples of the function or syntax they wanted
to use, (ii) directly copy-and-pasted the example code to their desired location and, (iii) modi!ed as
necessary. When they encountered errors, they went back to the copied examples and compared to
their modi!ed version to understand what delta might have caused a bug—e"ectively using the
original code as an assumed-correct template. P1, P2, and P7 followed the same pattern. P1:
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"What I do, or what I did here, was basically to retype again the models or the components ... I went to
main components and just opened them in a Notepad document, and just the ones that I wanted to change
are the ones that I retyped here. I just kind of copy-and-pasted what was within each component. I added
the new parameters that I wanted." (P1; 11 yrs programming, 2 yrs Mimi)

Key Insight. Rather than starting new programs from scratch, participants started from an existing eDSL
program and tweaked it to meet their needs.

If a new eDSL’s users are likely to work in this same way, tweaking a starter program to meet
their needs, it may be bene!cial for eDSL designs to include abstractions designed to make this
incremental modi!cation behavior easier for users. Mimi’s modi!cation functions and modular
structure seems to successfully achieve this goal. The fact that Mimi abstractions support this
behavior may have encouraged this practice; however, existing literature on blank page syndrome
and the use of templates suggests this behavior is prevalent across a variety of domains [Bloch
2006; Chasins 2019; Felleisen et al. 2018; Krishnamurthi and Nelson 2019; Nosál’ et al. 2017; Thayer
et al. 2021]. This copy-paste-modify behavior also means that practices exhibited in early public
codebases may linger and propagate through the community for a long time. Designers may wish
to publish sample programs based on the understanding that the structure of the sample programs
will be replicated both by current and future users.

4.4.2 Tutorials as Templates. Many participants used Mimi tutorials in particular as a source of
starter code. The use of code examples and copy/pasting of templates (also see Section 4.4.1) is an
important phenomenon studied in several prior works [Head et al. 2018; Robillard 2009; Robillard
and DeLine 2011; Sacks 1994].

For example, P3 wanted to run a Monte Carlo Simulation (MCS) on their model, so they looked
to the documentation online, found a tutorial on MCS with Mimi, and directly copy-and-pasted the
tutorial into their project before making minimal alterations. While the result was functional, it
was bloated with unnecessary code. The tutorial was an "everything-but-the-kitchen-sink" tutorial,
including many possible choices within one example instead of a concise representation of what a
given user might want for a single task. For example, it presented several ways of carrying out the
same task within one script, such that some created variables were unnecessary and unused. P3
directly copied the tutorial, and thus included the unused code. They paused and expressed confusion
as to why the !rst line was included, reviewing their work closely. Similarly, P6 worked through
the MCS tutorial during their session, and commented directly on this script "So actually it seems a
little odd that ... I’m never actually using" (P6) the random variable RV1.
When desired programs diverged substantially from available templates, participants’ use of

templates resulted in confusing program designs. For example, P2 added a component to a model
originally built of several short components. The new component had similar conceptual scope, but
far more detail in its representation of processes. P2 had to frequently scroll through the component
to build understanding, and they frequently paused to search for a speci!c section of interest. This
program might have been more manageable and readable if it had been broken into subcomponents
rather than emulating the template’s structure. While P2 noted that the component was long, even
inconveniently long, they did not seem to consider breaking it up into subcomponents.
Overall, closely mimicking template structures led to a variety of participant frustrations. P7

augmented an existing Integrated Assessment Model (IAM) by adding the ability to calculate the
social cost of hydro&uorocarbon. They !rst found the portion of the model codebase that handled
the existing set of gas options in an if-elseif-else conditional: :CO2 (carbon dioxide), :N2O
(nitrous oxide), and :CH4 (methane). The blocks associated with each gas were nearly identical. As
a !rst attempt, P7 (4 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi) simply added a new condition to the existing
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conditional (elseif gas == :HFC) and duplicated the block associated with another gas. While
they "originally tried to just copy this [existing] style of adding a component" (P7), they soon
realized that the data they needed for the new computation was stored di"erently than for the other
gases, and thus the new computation diverged more than expected from the existing structure.
Trying to mirror the existing code while adapting it for a new computation forced the participant
to grapple with internal implementation details outside of the conventionally used public API. The
participant expressed discomfort and hesitance after implementing the changes and said they hoped
the adaptation "doesn’t mess anything else up" (P7) and that it "might be an OK approach" (P7). We
saw similar behavior from P4, who mentioned a syntactically simpler approach to expressing their
program but picked the approach that matched the template they had used as a starting point "just
because I do not want to mess things up."

Key Insight. Participants sought eDSL-speci!c documentation and tutorials, and they used the presented
sample programs as templates.

Heavy use of eDSL-speci!c tutorials as templates suggests two key lessons for eDSL designers:
(i) The embedded approach lets designers circumvent many of the implementation burdens associ-
ated with creating a GPL, but it may not exempt them from creating full-scale documentation—that
is, documentation that supports users in end-to-end tasks, rather than only in understanding how
the eDSL extends the host language. (ii) The fact that tutorial code will be used not only as a
learning resource but also as templates for user code suggests additional constraints on the design
of eDSL documentation and tutorials.

4.5 Integrating Multiple Tools via Host Language

Many participants reported bene!ting from being able to integrate multiple tools, all within Julia.
Climate economics scripts typically involve a patchwork of many tools and painstaking data I/O
to transition data between them. In contrast to Section 4.1.1 which centered on the speci!c other
software available in a given language, this thread of our analysis revolves around the fact that by
simply being embedded within a host language, an eDSL has the potential to help users avoid the
frustrating and tedious process of writing data out of one tool and reading it into another.

Modeling in the climate economics domain frequently involves the input, processing, and output
of tabular data. For example, P3’s session was largely taken up by the participant creating and
testing small data I/O functions to read data from disk and manipulate them into a preferred format.
This process was iterative, including viewing !les within the IDE and running snippets of code
to check outputs in the REPL. Since Julia has extensive data processing tooling and functionality,
Mimi o"ers extensive support for these tasks with minimal Mimi-speci!c implementation e"ort. In
contrast, a free-standing DSL would have to implement data I/O support from scratch.
Mimi represents integrated assessment models with a modular structure, using self-contained

Components that are then linked together to build a Model with a few simple functions like
connect_parameter! that construct links and dictate the &ow of data between components. Users
link combinations of existing and original components to build a model, then direct original or
modi!ed datasets through these components, without ever needing to write data out to $les or read
it back in. Before the introduction of Mimi, the disconnected landscape of models, languages, and
frameworks meant that users typically had to read and write data to disk, often passing it between
di!erent programming languages and $le formats, to carry out the same work.
Both P7 and P2 explicitly describe the data I/O advantage of the Mimi approach. P7 said of

components from di"erent models:
"It was cool to see them working together like that. You could just add the components from one model to
another model and have them all run together. It’s satisfying, I think. I think before, outside of Mimi and
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pre-Mimi, when they were doing a lot of integrating models together work it involved a lot of exporting
CSVs of outputs from one model and then importing it to another and stu! like that, which is really slow and a
bit clunky. So it’s nice to be able to do things ... that will just pull the inputs in directly rather than needing
to export CSV of outputs and pull it back in." (P7, emphasis added; 4 yrs programming, <1 yr Mimi)

P2 said that one of their top priorities was to avoid language switching, especially in this work
where doing so includes a lot of data transfer:

"Going back and forth between languages, to me ... Like, that’s my top priority is to try and avoid doing
that. Because I think it’s just too time consuming, and I know myself and, like, manipulating datasets or
whatever it is, from one thing to another, I’m going to make mistakes. To me it’s similar to just doing
stu" in Excel. You just make mistakes, and you do not see them. So I prefer keeping everything in one
language." (P2; 10 yrs programming, 5 yrs Mimi)

Key Insight. Participants expressed that the embedded approach reduced the unpleasant, tedious, and
error-prone work associated with transitioning data using a patchwork of free-standing domain-speci!c
tools.

The pain of transitioning data to and from disk, transitioning it between !le formats, and
transitioning it between languages makes embedding an attractive DSL implementation approach.
With a free-standing DSL, the DSL becomes one more tool in the user’s forest of tools, one more
data input format and data output format to learn. In contrast, Mimi gave participants access to
the whole range of Julia packages for doing their work within a single host language and without
addition additional stages of reading and writing data on disk. Overall, eDSLs may reduce the
volume of manual and error-prone data I/O operations that domain experts !nd unpleasant.

5 DESIGN IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION

Below we summarize core lessons of our work that designers can consider as they design future
eDSLs. We follow with a discussion of design implications and areas for future research.

5.1 Design Considerations

5.1.1 Properties of the host language a!ect eDSL users, not just eDSL developers.

The user experience associated with an embedded DSL is strongly in"uenced by other available
packages and libraries and the ease of integration with other programming tools and environments.
When choosing the host language for an eDSL, designers may wish to consider what functionality—
and what problems—the eDSL will inherit from other libraries, and if the host language works well
with the tooling and programming environments that users will need. The fact that "features come
automatically and for free" [Kamin 1998] from a host language is a key advantage of the embedded
approach. However, for host languages saddled with di#cult library ecosystems or di#cult tooling,
choosing that host language will saddle eDSL users with the same issues. Designers should consider
weighing which features in particular come with a given host language and choosing a host based
on an understanding of what features their target audience will value most.

Errors expressed in host language concepts may slow down and confuse users. Designers should
be aware of common cases in which users may be exposed to host language concepts in error
messages. This !nding provides empirical backing for existing claims in the literature [Freeman
and Pryce 2006; Kamin 1998; Mernik et al. 2005]. Designers may wish to consider catching and
customizing these messages as much as possible. Especially for domain experts, designers should
not assume that users will have a deep understanding of the host language beyond what they are
exposed to in the embedded language, and this should shape error message design.
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When an embedded DSL designer chooses a host language, they also choose the package management
system programmers must use. DSL designers may choose an embedded approach partially so that
users will be able to take advantage of other libraries already implemented in the host language.
Users who attempt to do so will be required to use the host language’s package management system,
which may or may not be intuitive for them.

Blurring the distinction between host language and embedded language may confuse and hinder
participants. Seamless integration of the embedded DSL into the host language is a popular design
guideline, and it may have advantages for both user and developer [Freeman and Pryce 2006;
Karsai et al. 2014]. That said, our !ndings indicate that designers should anticipate that confusion
about the di"erence between the host language and the eDSL may stand in the way of users’ goals,
especially during debugging interactions. This may be especially prevalent if users are new to both
the host and the domain language. In some scenarios, a clear distinction between host language
and eDSL, as opposed to forcing a near-perfect match, may help by providing clarity for users.

The design of the embedded DSL controls which part of the host language users must understand. An
eDSL designer has some control over which parts of the host language users will have to understand
in order to use the eDSL. The decision to add a new host language feature to the list should not
be taken lightly, as it has direct consequences for the user experience of the eDSL and can create
barriers for users. Relatedly, designers should consider what kind of documentation and support
the host language provides for a given host language feature, and how much additional instruction
the eDSL designer will need to provide, before making implementation choices that expose users
to additional host language functionality.

5.1.2 Users may wish to engage primarily with eDSL-specific communities, and these communities
may drive adoption. Existing research indicates "developer preferences...are shaped by factors ex-
trinsic to the language" [Meyerovich and Rabkin 2013]. While eDSL design guidelines emphasize
decisions about intrinsic features of an eDSL, designers should expect signi!cant e"ects on adop-
tion and user experience if they pay attention to designing systems that support collaboration,
community, and rapid or personalized assistance to users of the eDSL, as opposed to depending on
host language resources alone.

5.1.3 Users may rely on existing code and avoid starting from scratch; this (i) can be supported by
some eDSL features and (ii) may freeze and propagate program structures and practices. Designers
should be aware that "examples will be the archetypes for thousands of programs" [Bloch 2006], and
thus expect that users will treat tutorials as templates. Just as users seek out an eDSL community for
collaboration and assistance, they depend on starter scripts and templates from eDSL documentation
and tutorials. This may cause language practices to propagate across projects and over time.
Although an eDSL designer may be tempted to lean on documentation from the host language, our
participants still wanted examples of domain-speci!c usage. We posit that adding explicit templates
to documentation (rather than only illustrative examples) may be a promising strategy for making
eDSLs more learnable or usable. Designing tutorials with the understanding that included programs
will be used as templates may also support user experience. Furthermore, eDSL designers may
wish to provide (i) abstractions that support users in building upon each other’s work, (ii) example
creation tools (e.g. [Head et al. 2018]), or (iii) other resources that explicitly support or guide this
work practice (e.g. [Ginosar et al. 2013; Kojouharov et al. 2004]).

5.1.4 Participants were sensitive to the time cost and error-proneness of data transfer between di!erent
languages and file formats. Embedded DSLs intended to perform domain-speci!c tasks involving
data can help users avoid tedious and error-prone work by reducing or simplifying data I/O.
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5.2 Discussion

A wider role and set of responsibilities for eDSL designers. Our observations suggest that when
eDSL designers narrowly focus on intrinsic language features and over-rely on host language
resources, eDSL user experience su"ers. Instead, the designers’ role may extend to encompass
programming work&ows, environments, tooling, information sharing, and more, which can make
their role similar to a GPL designer’s role. The shape of a given designer’s role should be informed
and shaped by the target user community’s needs, preferences, priorities, and community patterns.

The climate change research community is often placed at the forefront of contentious debates
with key policy implications, leading to prioritization of replicable work&ows and vetted, trustwor-
thy templates and boilerplate code [Bush et al. 2021; Feulner et al. 2016]. We observe participants
looking within their own community of researchers for domain-speci!c templates and examples,
including those provided by the Mimi designers, but rarely looking to the wider Julia community
and documentation for assistance (Section 4.3). Wary of data processing mistakes, the participants
bene!ted from the design decision to add custom data I/O functionality that kept many data &ows
in memory and made data easy to track (Section 4.5). Participants tended to collaborate and build
on existing work, re&ecting collaborative scienti!c practices and a tight-knit domain community.
This made Mimi’s modular representations useful and created a demand for work&ows that support
collaboration (Section 4.4.1). However, the decision to make Mimi models into packages added a
level of di#culty for users trying to develop and extend models, something the designers may have
been able to alleviate had they predicted the tendency to incrementally extend existing programs
as opposed to simply using them out-of-the-box (Section 4.1.3).

Potential pitfalls of revealing the complexities of the host language. While the literature emphasizes
the value of embedding a DSL such that users can access all features of the host GPL, and discourages
making obvious distinctions between eDSL and GPL, we observed pitfalls of this approach.
Asking users of a small eDSL to engage with an array of features from the host language

may degrade user experience, especially for novice programmers. Designers may bene!t from
considering which parts of the GPL users are required to understand. In fact, contrary to some
of the published guidelines [Freeman and Pryce 2006; van Deursen et al. 2000], designers may
want to consider shielding users from complex parts of the host language that could damage user
experience. For the subset of host language features that are exposed to users, designers may wish
to follow requests like that of P6 in Section 4.2.3 to pair documentation of the eDSL with customized
documentation covering the slice of host language features that the user will need.
Overall, powerful Julia features supported both Mimi’s designers and the subset of Mimi users

who were most comfortable with programming, while largely hindering less comfortable program-
mers. Powerful Julia features—e.g., high-performance numerical computing, metaprogramming—
made Mimi faster and easier to implement. That said, when these implementation details caused
abstractions to leak in error messages, users faced unfamiliar vocabulary that assumed a deep
understanding of the host language (Section 4.1.2) [Freeman and Pryce 2006; Kamin 1998; Kosar
et al. 2008; Mernik et al. 2005]. Likewise, while using Julia packages to encapsulate Mimi Models
may be useful for domain experts seeking to use a completed model, introducing Julia package
development work&ows to users trying to develop new models, or signi!cantly modify existing
ones, arguably damaged user experience (Section 4.1.3).
In designing eDSLs for users from non-technical domains, designers may wish to consider

whether participants want access to the full power of a GPL. P2 emphasized that "I am not a
programmer ... I’m sure I’m not very skilled but I just get things to work as I need in themoment" (P2).
They did not exhibit a desire or need for complex host-language features. Novice programmers may
prefer an eDSL design that actually restricts them—that helps keep them within narrower bounds
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than the full host language. However, more advanced programmers like P5 who wish to extend the
eDSL and leverage the host language features (Section 4.1.1) should have that option. This suggests
eDSL designers must understand their users’ backgrounds, experience, and goals in order to make
informed decisions about how much to follow the conventional design guidelines of (i) allowing
full access to the host language and (ii) blurring the line between eDSL and host.

Common Design Tenets For Which We Did Not Find Support. The eDSL literature commonly
recommends a number of design patterns (see Section 7), and while we do !nd support for many of
them in this work, some were not supported by our observations.

For example, existing design guidance suggests blurring the distinction between host language
constructs and eDSL constructs, and intentionally matching syntax to the host language as closely
as possible. Sections 4.2.1, 4.2.2, and 4.1.2 detail how blurring the distinction between host language
and eDSL constructs obstructed novice Julia users [Freeman and Pryce 2006; Karsai et al. 2014; van
Deursen et al. 2000]. We hypothesize that this particular design tenet might help experienced users
of the host language, especially if they can apply their existing knowledge to make good guesses
about the eDSL; however, we observed that for users with less host language experience, hiding
the dividing line made debugging much harder [Denny et al. 2021; Marceau et al. 2011].
Similarly, guides encourage designers to give eDSL users access to the full power of the host

language [Freeman and Pryce 2006; Kamin 1998; van Deursen et al. 2000]. Our !ndings do not fully
contradict this design tenet, but they do temper it with evidence of the user experience consequences
associated with revealing host language complexities (Section 4.2.3 and the discussion above).

Overall, we believe it may be time to reexamine and revise conventional eDSL design guidance.
Although a long literature on eDSL design has (i) suggested ways to make DSL implementation
easier and (ii) hypothesized about how to support DSL users, our work o"ers preliminary evidence
that some existing guidelines may unintentionally reduce eDSL usability.

Extension of Findings to Standalone DSLs. Many of our observations may o"er guidance for
designers of standalone DSLs as well as embedded DSLs. Although we have attempted to focus our
analysis on the elements of the user experience that are shaped not by the DSL design in isolation
but speci!cally by the interaction of the eDSL and its host, we would not be surprised to learn
that some of these lessons are applicable more broadly. For example, although we focused our
discussion of error messages on cases where unfamiliar vocabulary appeared because of falling
back on host language error messages, a standalone DSL can also produce unfamiliar vocabulary
in its error messages. Because our contextual inquiry included only eDSL use, we do not have the
data to make claims about which of our observations will generalize or how broadly. However, we
hope future research may answer these questions.

6 LIMITATIONS

Role of Contextual Inquiry. Because conducting contextual inquiries is highly resource-intensive,
contextual inquiry typically involves fewer participants than, for example, a controlled experiment
seeking statistical signi!cance. Guides suggest 1–20 participants [Soegaard and Dam 2012] as a
general rule (See [Sauro and Lewis 2016] for a much deeper discussion of appropriate sample sizes
for qualitative formative research.)
Because contextual inquiry produces such rich qualitative data, studies of this size produce

data useful for suggesting important needs, gaps, and challenges. This makes contextual inquiry a
good !t for research questions, like ours, that center on identifying important problems and needs.
However, this approach to data collection o"ers no explicit insights about how to solve the problems
it uncovers. The role of our contextual inquiry in the creation of eDSL design guidance is therefore
clearly bounded. We can point designers to possible failure modes and help them anticipate user
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experience pitfalls. Unfortunately, we cannot o"er empirically-driven advice on how to avoid them.
This work is solely focused on need $nding.

Although our work is limited to identifying needs, we hope it can serve as a jumping o" point
for future research directions that go beyond need !nding. Our !ve themes point to !ve spaces in
which future research could test a variety of interventions to develop new, empirically justi!ed
guidance for the design of usable eDSLs.

External Validity. Because contextual inquiry centers observing participants as they complete
their own work, and because our sample represents a relatively large portion of active Mimi
users, we are con!dent that our !ndings are ecologically valid for the population of existing Mimi
users. However, although Mimi users and our participants (see Table 1) come from a great variety
of intellectual backgrounds, this population all has in common that they found and use Mimi.
Attempting to generalize our !ndings to users of other eDSLs or to users who might want to start
using eDSLs is premature. Instead, this study serves as an existence proof that our !ve categories
of challenges and needs can arise in an eDSL community.

If the eDSL research community is interested in the question of whether these same challenges
appear in particular eDSL communities, or whether they are common across communities, future
research should study these phenomena in other eDSL user audiences. We would need to see this
style of work before we could conclude that our !ndings are externally valid. Because our analysis
has already identi!ed several key areas for future research, follow-on work may be able to test the
external validity with much lighter-weight data collection methods.

7 RELATEDWORKS

Here we describe related works, organized into a few key categories: works that have proposed
guidance about DSL user experience, but without the empirical basis of user studies; works that
have studied DSL user experience via user studies; empirical studies of language adoption, not
limited to DSLs; and works that identify programming needs in the climate sciences space.

7.1 DSL User Experience Literature Without User Studies

Our work is shaped by the long history of literature on the design of DSLs, and speci!cally eDSLs.

7.1.1 DSL Design Guidelines. We start with a summary of the rich work on DSL design guidelines.
Many guidelines combine recommendations for making implementation easier for designers with
recommendations for improving user experience for end users. We summarize common themes.

Ease of Implementation. Embedding creates powerful languages containing the features of the
underlying GPL, but the DSL designer only has to put in the time and energy to design a small
portion (the new abstractions or new library) [Hudak 1998; Kamin 1998; Mernik et al. 2005]. Kamin
goes as far as to say "the beauty of language design by embedding is that the programming features
come automatically and for free. This, in our view, is the real point of the method" [Kamin 1998].

User Access to Host Language. Choosing an embedded design adds domain-speci!city while
retaining the full expressive power of the host GPL [van Deursen et al. 2000]. This can be an
advantage not only for designers (Section 7.1.1), but also for users who gain access to a rich GPL.
In their summary of lessons learned from evolving a DSL in Java, Freeman and Pryce conclude that
designers should not limit users to using the eDSL constructs [Freeman and Pryce 2006].

Constraints on Designers. Adopting a given host language means that the DSL syntax and con-
structs may be constrained [Cavé et al. 2010; Freeman and Pryce 2006; Mernik et al. 2005; Poltronieri
et al. 2018b; van Deursen et al. 2000]. Designers of embedded DSLs may !nd that "the conventions
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of the host language are unlikely to apply to an EDSL ... it may need to break conventions such
as capitalisation, formatting, and naming for classes and methods" [Freeman and Pryce 2006].
Alternatively, choosing to write a completely new, non-embedded one would mean "no concessions
are necessary regarding notation, primitives and the like" [van Deursen et al. 2000].

Error Messages. Error messages produced by eDSLs can confuse users by re&ecting the concepts
and vocabulary of the host language as opposed to that of the DSL [Freeman and Pryce 2006; Kamin
1998; Mernik et al. 2005]. In the worst cases, error messages can be "utterly incomprehensible [and]
can be understood only by a user who not only knows [the host language], but also knows how
values in the embedded language are represented" [Kamin 1998].

Overloading. Overloading can be a key tool in the creation of an embedded DSL, but can also
cause confusion for users especially when the context behind a term or construct in the DSL
diverges from that of the host language [Freeman and Pryce 2006; Mernik et al. 2005]. In these
cases, dispatching can produce confusing error messages as covered in Section 7.1.1.

Tooling. Embedding allows a DSL to piggyback on existing infrastructure [Kamin 1998; Mernik
et al. 2005]. However, existing research acknowledges that in many cases "editors, compilers, and
debuggers are either unaware of the extensions, or must be adapted at a non-trivial cost" [Renggli
et al. 2010]. Customizing IDE and other tool support for eDSLs requires engineering e"ort but can
alleviate some usability issues [Nosál’ et al. 2017].

7.1.2 Approaches for Evaluating DSL Usability. A number of works have proposed frameworks or
strategies for evaluating DSL usability or user experience. In particular [Poltronieri et al. 2018a,b]
propose a framework based on a focus group in which seven participants re!ned a framework, but
without studies of DSL users. An earlier, related project suggested patterns for language designers
to use for estimating their DSLs’ usability [Barišić et al. 2012]. Another related project proposed a
strategy based around Requirements Engineering for developing DSLs [Barišić 2017]. This work
suggests strategies for engaging with users during language design work rather than lessons about
language designs themselves. [Mosqueira-Rey and Alonso-Ríos 2020] proposes a set of usability
heuristics specialized for DSLs. They based their heuristics on heuristics previously proposed
in [Alonso-Ríos et al. 2018], but re!ned them to apply speci!cally for domain-speci!c contexts. No
studies of DSL users played a role in the development of the heuristics.

7.1.3 Comparisons of GPLs, DSLs Without User Studies. Some works compare the usability of
speci!c GPLs and DSLs without the use of a user study. As an example, [Cavé et al. 2010] compares
the usability of the java.util.concurrent Java library for task parallelism with a language that
natively supports task parallelism. Although these works are important food for thought, we will
not cover them in depth, since they do not center user experience.

7.2 DSL User Experience Literature With User Studies

Studies of user experience are rare in the DSL literature. In fact, even though studies of usability
are much more common than studies of user experience, even studies of usability are rare in the
DSL literature. One systematic literature review found that among DSL construction papers at top
venues, only about 20% of papers reported usability evaluations [Gabriel et al. 2011].

Since we are most interested in studies that speci!cally study embedded DSLS and domain
expert non-programmers, we divide the literature according to whether: (i) the DSL under study is
embedded or non-embedded, and (ii) the population under study is programmers, non-programmers,
or speci!cally domain experts.
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7.2.1 Embedded DSLs. We start with a review of user studies of embedded DSLs; we divide the
literature according to whether studies include programmers, domain experts, or non-programmers
more broadly.

Embedded DSLs + Programmers. To date, there have been few user studies examining DSL
embedding and implications for user experience. For this discussion, we are interested in works
that speci!cally interrogate the e"ects of embedding and host languages on user experience. Thus,
most eDSL usability studies are out of scope; e.g., many usability studies assess task completion
time with and without an eDSL. Although this is helpful for evaluating the eDSL under test, it o"ers
little guidance for eDSL designers about the relationship between embedding and user experience.

A few studies in this space do interrogate the relationship between embedding and user experience
of programmers. An analysis of Stack Over&ow comments on seven Crypto libraries [Patnaik et al.
2019] characterized 16 usability issues, including some that related to embedding, and mapped
them back to 10 usability principles from [Green and Smith 2016]. Another study compared ten
DSL implementation approaches, including embedded, examining both designer e"ort and end-
user e"ort [Kosar et al. 2008]. The authors examined end-user time, e"ort, and experience with
debugging and error reporting.

Embedded DSLs + Domain Experts. We are not aware of any user studies of domain experts using
eDSLs.

Embedded DSLs + Non-Programmers. We are aware of one study on non-programmers’ user
experience with eDSLs. The study in question examined two eDSL-IDE pairs, the !rst in Ruby with
a standard IDE and the second in Java with an IDE lightly adapted to reduce common usability
issues associated with eDSLs [Nosál’ et al. 2017]. The authors argue that eDSLs can be usable for
non-programmers, especially if designers consider both the eDSL and IDE support.

7.2.2 Non-Embedded DSLs. We now shift our focus to non-embedded DSLs, reviewing user studies
broken down according to whether they study programmers, speci!cally domain experts, or other
non-programmers.

Non-Embedded DSLs + Programmers. Anumber of works contribute user studies of non-embedded
DSLs, both textual and non-textual [Albuquerque et al. 2015; Barnaby et al. 2017; Grundy et al.
2004; Ingibergsson et al. 2018; Kieburtz et al. 1996; Rao et al. 2018]. Most examine narrowly de!ned
usability—how e#ciently users can accomplish particular tasks. The works most relevant to our
goals of understanding broader user experience factors are the works that study DSL readability
relative to GPL readability [Cuenca et al. 2015; Ingibergsson et al. 2018; Kieburtz et al. 1996; Kosar
et al. 2012].

Non-Embedded DSLs + Domain Experts. The studies described above focused on the experiences
of programmers using DSLs. For our purposes, we are especially interested in work that centers
domain experts rather than programmers. Work in this area is sparse. One work describes a (non-
embedded) DSL for computer music and includes a study in which three musicians participated
in a DSL evaluation process in which they read but did not construct sample programs in two
DSLs [Nishino 2012]. Another studied the usability of a DSL for marine ecosystem simulation,
for domain experts with a range of di"erent educational backgrounds, academic disciplines, and
programming experience levels [Johanson and Hasselbring 2017]. Another studied physicists in the
domain of High Energy Physics and examined DSL readability relative to GPL readability [Barišić
et al. 2011]. Finally, another studied the usability of three visual mapping languages, and participants
included domain experts with a range of programming experience levels [Grundy et al. 2004]. All
four of these studies used non-embedded DSLs.
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Non-Embedded DSLs + Non-Programmers. In addition to work studying non-programmers with
speci!c domain expertise, some works study non-programmers more broadly. Works that studied
DSL usability for non-programmers—but not domain experts—include [Aleven et al. 2016; Alexan-
drova et al. 2015; Barišić et al. 2018; Elsts et al. 2013; Parham-Mocello et al. 2022; Rodríguez-Gil
et al. 2019; Taipalus and Grahn 2023]. Some of these works conducted user studies to assess the
usability of non-textual DSLs for domain experts and non-programmers—e.g. [Aleven et al. 2016;
Alexandrova et al. 2015; Rodríguez-Gil et al. 2019]. Even including visual DSLs, there are still
relatively few DSL user studies of non-programmers. None of the visual DSLs studied via user
studies are eDSLs.

7.3 User Studies of Adoption

A small set of works have assessed characteristics of programming languages that a"ect adoption.
Developers rate evidence of reliable and active communication channels as important factors when
choosing open-source packages [Head 2016]. A survey-based study found that for general-purpose
languages "social factors outweigh intrinsics" [Meyerovich and Rabkin 2013] and identi!ed features
like usefulness or richness of available libraries, and existing code bases as signi!cant for adoption.

7.4 Identifying Programming Needs within Climate Sciences

Software is increasingly integral to cutting-edge research across the earth sciences, and particularly
the climate change domain [Balaji et al. 2018; Bush et al. 2021; Feulner et al. 2016; Gentemann et al.
2021; Williams 2014]. The growing diversity of researchers and policy makers in the climate change
space increases the demand for domain-speci!c tools, and some researchers have responded by
mapping out areas for contribution by the computer science community [Easterbrook 2010].

The case for programming tool contributions to this domain is gaining traction, but the paucity
of user studies examining user needs creates a barrier to impact. Easterbrook’s 2009 ethnographic
study of climate scientists examines one team’s software development culture and practices—of the
related works, this is the work that comes closest to touching on the topic of programmer needs
and user experience in the climate sciences [Easterbrook and Johns 2009].

8 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTUREWORK

The embedded approach to DSL implementation—developing a DSL within a general-purpose host
language—allows designers to quickly develop powerful languages for niche domains and serve
the needs of a diverse, growing body of experts. Our work demonstrates that many eDSL design
decisions are relevant not only for the eDSL developer, but also the eventual user experience. As we
develop a better understanding of eDSL user experience, we can direct future research and design
work towards addressing usability barriers. Our contextual inquiry with domain experts using a
particular eDSL uncovered !ve promising directions in particular. For each of these directions,
future work could, for example: (i) explore how these patterns vary across choice of host language,
choice of embedded language, and choice of target audience or (ii) contribute controlled experiments
or other studies to rigorously test the patterns we observed. We are still in the relatively early stages
of understanding the e"ects of language implementation choices on non-traditional programming
audiences. We hope future studies will expand and deepen our understanding of how eDSLs can
meet the programming needs of the large and varied body of domain experts.
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