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This document presents the background information on usability and the user testing process. It includes several links to more information and some sample user test data sheets. At the end is a more detailed list of online resources on usability testing and Web site design. 

What is user testing?   
"Usability" generally refers to how well a tool or technology helps someone perform a task. Web site usability deals with effective user-interface design. The Usability.gov site defines Web site user testing the following way:
Usability testing encompasses a range of methods for identifying how users actually interact with a prototype or a complete site. In a typical approach, users — one at a time or two working together — use the Web site to perform tasks, while one or more people watch, listen, and take notes (http://usability.gov/basics/index.html).

The following online resources provide a good introduction to usability testing basics:
· Keith Instone’s “User Test Your Web Site” http://www.webreview.com/1997/04_25/strategists/04_25_97_1.shtml
· Keith Instone’s “Conducting Your First User Test” http://www.webreview.com/1997/05_30/strategists/05_30_97_8.shtml
· Seth Gordon’s “User Testing: How to Plan, Execute, and Report on a Usability Evaluation” http://builder.cnet.com/webbuilding/pages/Graphics/Evaluation
· Jakob Nielsen’s “Collecting Feedback About Your Website's Search Interface” http://webreference.com/new/searchinter.html
· Usability.gov’s “Usability Basics” http://usability.gov/basics/index.html
· Usability.gov’s “Conducting and Using Usability Tests” http://usability.gov/methods/usability_testing.html
· Businessweek’s “Test Your Design--Early and Often” (a case study) http://www.businessweek.com/ebiz/0011/wm1120.htm
· Alan K'necht’s “The Church of Usability” http://builder.cnet.com/webbuilding/0-3881-8-5069140-1.html
What is the process for user testing? 
Usability experts generally agree on a 5 to 6 step process for usability testing:
1. Determine the goals of the study
2. Develop a profile of typical users
3. Write the user tasks
4. Conduct user tests
5. Evaluate the data
6. Implement or recommend changes
Step 1: Determine the goals of the study
Your evaluation should target common tasks that users are expected to perform on the Web site. Identify the purposes or aims of the site. What are the intended uses of the site? Why do people come to the site? What tasks might they attempt to perform? Break these uses down into primary and secondary tasks. For example, a travel Web site’s primary function is airline booking, a secondary task is finding information about travel destinations. 

Step 2: Determine the user profile
The goal is to match the people you user test with the target user profile. Identify typical users’ attributes: Who will come to the Web site? What is their age, gender, education level, etc.? What will be their knowledge level about the Web site and its purposes? What will be their knowledge level about the Internet in general? What other Web sites are related to this and will the users be familiar with them? If you’re using 404 students as your user group, justify how they fit with the user profile.  

Step 3: Write the user tests 
User testing involves observing actual members of the target group using the Web site and interviewing or surveying them at key points (before, during, and after they use the site) to gather their feedback. Most experts agree that a well designed test of only a small group, between 5 to 10 people, reveals any major usability issues with a Web site (see Jakob Nielsen’s “Why You only Need to Test With 5 Users” http://www.useit.com/alertbox/20000319.html)

Once you’ve brainstormed a list of primary and secondary uses, translate them into a list of tasks or scenarios you will ask your users to perform during the tests. There are two basic types of user tasks:
· Directed tasks. These are specific, close-ended tasks related to primary or secondary purposes. For example, to study the usability of an airline’s Web site, you might ask the user to  “Book a flight from Cleveland to Phoenix for your Christmas vacation. You want to leave on X date and return on Y date.”
Examples:
· Keith Instone’s “Conducting Your First User Test” http://www.webreview.com/1997/05_30/strategists/05_30_97_8.shtml
· Jakob Nielsen’s 1994 Usability Report, which used all directed tasks. http://www.useit.com/papers/1994_web_usability_report.html
· Undirected tasks. These are good for general evaluations/assessments (a good choice if you notice lots of problems with a Web site). Undirected tasks are more open-ended. They are scenarios designed to mirror how intended users might typically use the site, such as: “You’re at home, browsing the internet, interested in finding the latest news about Afghanistan. You decide to use the latest search engine being promoted by your ISP.” Once the user is finished with the task, you can collect their opinion about general and specific issues (see the examples below for general Web site evaluation criteria)
Examples:
· Criteria for Web Site Evaluation http://webdesign.about.com/library/weekly/aa071801a.htm
· SystemConcepts’ usability checklist http://www.system-concepts.com/visitors/healthcheck.html
· Elements of Effective Web Design http://webdesign.about.com/library/weekly/aa091998.htm
· IBM’s design guidelines http://www-3.ibm.com/ibm/easy/eou_ext.nsf/Publish/574
· Nielsen’s “Ten Good Deeds of Web Design” http://www.useit.com/alertbox/991003.html
· Yale’s Web Style Guide http://info.med.yale.edu/caim/manual/contents.html
· U of Albany’s Basic Web Design Tutorial http://library.albany.edu/imc/webdesign/
· Vincent Flanders’ Original Web Pages that Suck http://webpagesthatsuck.com/suckframe.htm
· About.com’s Web Design Directory http://graphicdesign.about.com/msubwdes.htm
· C/Net’s Critique of the Week archive (each critique uses 5 basic criteria, good models) http://builder.cnet.com/webbuilding/pages/Graphics/Critique/
After you have developed your user tasks/scenarios, decide on a method for collecting user feedback. Choose either a written protocol (distributed to user who writes own feedback) or an interview protocol (answers recorded by researcher) or a combination of both. 

Make sure you plan on asking enough of the right questions before, during, and after your user tests:
· Pre-test questions: Used to collect basic demographic information and possibly information related to purposes of your Web site (e.g., if it's an auto manufacturer's Web site, ask users if they have ever visited such a site before). Example pre-test questions:
	· Age?
· Gender?
· Previous Computer Experience?
· How often do you access the World Wide Web?
· For what length of time do you typically use the WWW?

	· For what purposes do you use the WWW?
· Have you ever used to the WWW to investigate products you wish to buy?
· Have you ever purchased anything over the WWW?
· Have you ever purchased anything you saw advertised on the WWW?



· In-test questions: Can be used to prompt users' reactions to specific tasks:
	· What are you doing now? Why? 
· What is the first thing you’re attracted to? 
· What is [particular feature, e.g., "background color"] like? 
	· NOTE: some of the post-test questions below might work better as in-test questions, given during or immediately after specific tasks. See also D’Hertefelt’s article on “obtrusive observation” techniques below



· Post-test questions: Prompt users' overall reactions to the test and Web site:
	· What was your general impression of each page?
· What problems did you have using the page and why?
· What do you believe caused this problem?
· What, if anything, helped you find the information you were looking for?
	· What, if anything, made finding the information more difficult?
· What information would you like to see on the page that was missing?
· Was the page easy to use?
· Rate the pages you saw--which was best?  Give three reasons


Lastly, check to see if you want to use any other methods for collecting data:
· Think-aloud protocol. Records what users say while performing tasks and verbalizing decision making process involved in performing a certain directed or undirected task.
· Observation. Records users actions, e.g., where user clicks, where they move mouse, what their page-to-page navigation is (can use images of site/page to diagram). You can also record how much time users take on each task and the whole test.
· See Sim D'Hertefelt’s “Observation Methods and Tips for Usability Testing” for more discussion of useful observation techniques  http://www.interactionarchitect.com/knowledge/article19991212shd.htm
The following are samples of user test protocols (or plans for conducting user tests) used by students and professionals:
· Student Samples
· UNLV.edu Navigation user test data sheet
· UNLV Student Health Center user test data sheet 
· Professional Samples
· Melissa Cheung and AnujaDharkar’s  protocol draft for testing their “Policy Maker” software http://ldt.stanford.edu/~adharkar/adharkar/policymaker/appendix/protocol.html
· Saul Carliner’s “Simple Usability Scenario” example  http://saulcarliner.home.att.net/id/usabilityscenario.htm
· Wendy W. Naughton’s Usability Participant Questionnaire template (a pre-test form, available from STC Usability Special Interest Group’s Toolkit Page http://www.stcsig.org/usability/resources/toolkit/toolkit.html)
Step 4: Conduct the tests
This is where you get to actually see how users perform your tasks. Keep Keith Instone’s advice in mind as you conduct your tests: “watch and learn” (see http://www.webreview.com/1997/04_25/strategists/04_25_97_1.shtml). That is, don’t interfere with the users as they attempt to perform the tasks. Avoid giving verbal or visual cues that might influence the user’s interaction with the Web site. Do not give them any background information or help them if they get stuck. That’s one thing you’re looking for, if they get stuck. Take notes—write down what they say, what they get stuck on, what links they use, how much time it takes to perform tasks, etc. Ask follow up questions about what they had trouble with, their overall opinion of the site, etc. Use the questions from the protocol you developed beforehand. At the end of the test, you can demonstrate for users what they had trouble figuring out.  

Step 5: Evaluate the Data
The most important skill of the usability consultant is the ability to recognize patterns (see Jakob Nielsen’s “Becoming a Usability Professional” http://useit.com/alertbox/20020722.html). As researchers and usability analysts, it’s your team’s task to make sense of the results of your user testing. You should first compile your findings (one of the sections of your final report will be a “findings” section). You can group your findings by tasks and by answers to protocol questions. 

Once you compile the data, you’ll want to look for significant patterns: what did most users have the most difficulty with? How severe were their difficulties? How satisfied were they with aspects you were testing? Once you start to ask questions like this, then you can begin to brainstorm solutions or fixes (your final recommendations). As you start to discover patterns in the results of your user tests, consult Web site design principles for expert opinions about how to improve these elements. 

Keith Instone’s “First User Test” article is an excellent discussion of the findings and recommendations of his evaluation of the Internet Travel Network Web site http://www.webreview.com/1997/05_30/strategists/05_30_97_8.shtml.

Step 6: Implement or Recommend Changes
Most usability consultants can implement recommendations firsthand. Your team will have to instead write up your recommendations in a credible and persuasive technical report. Again, Keith Instone’s “First User Test” article is an excellent example of how detailed your recommendations should be (notice that Instone makes three recommendations, all of which are linked to a more detailed discussion http://www.webreview.com/1997/05_30/strategists/05_30_97_8.shtml).


Online resources 

Usability Testing
· The Usable Web http://www.usableweb.com/
· UseIt.com, Jakob Nielsen's web site http://www.useit.com/
· Usability.gov http://usability.gov/
· The Association for Computing Machinery's (ACM) pages on usability and Web design http://www.hcibib.org/accessibility/
· Society for Technical Communication’s usability Web site http://www.stcsig.org/usability/
· WebWorld.com, usability newsletter http://www.webword.com/
· Keith Instone’s “User Test Your Web Site” http://www.webreview.com/1997/04_25/strategists/04_25_97_1.shtml
· Keith Instone’s “Conducting Your First User Test http://www.webreview.com/1997/05_30/strategists/05_30_97_8.shtml
· Seth Gordon’s “User Testing: How to Plan, Execute, and Report on a Usability Evaluation” http://builder.cnet.com/webbuilding/pages/Graphics/Evaluation
· Jakob Nielsen’s “Collecting Feedback About Your Website's Search Interface” http://webreference.com/new/searchinter.html
· Usability.gov’s “Usability Basics”  http://usability.gov/basics/index.html
· Usability.gov’s “Conducting and Using Usability Tests” http://usability.gov/methods/usability_testing.html
· Sim D'Hertefelt’s “Observation methods and tips for usability testing”  http://www.interactionarchitect.com/knowledge/article19991212shd.htm
Web Design
· Good Documents.com discusses philosophy and technique to designing good pages http://gooddocuments.com
· Jakob Nielsen's “Alertbox” columns includes "top ten Web design mistakes," differences between print and screen reading," and other useful discussions of Web design. http://useit.com/alertbox/
· Usableweb has a directory on Web site design tips http://usableweb.com/topics/000445-0-0.html
· Vincent Flanders’ “Web Pages that Suck” maintains that the best way to learn good design is to look at bad Web design. This site displays bad design, explains why it doesn't work, and offers suggestions for improvement http://webpagesthatsuck.com/
· Yale’s Web Style Guide http://info.med.yale.edu/caim/manual/contents.html
· Jakob Nielsen’s “Ten Good Deeds of Web Design” http://www.useit.com/alertbox/991003.html, which includes his ealier “Top Ten Mistakes in Web Design” http://www.useit.com/alertbox/9605.html and 1999 top ten update http://www.useit.com/alertbox/990502.html
· Criteria for Web Site Evaluation http://webdesign.about.com/library/weekly/aa071801a.htm
· SystemConcepts’ usability checklist http://www.system-concepts.com/visitors/healthcheck.html
· Tips on Designing Web Pages by Robin Williams (Peachpit Press has other articles in "features" archive and sells excellent tutorial books).
· About.com’s Elements of Effective Web Design http://webdesign.about.com/library/weekly/aa091998.htm
· IBM’s design guidelines http://www-3.ibm.com/ibm/easy/eou_ext.nsf/Publish/574
· U of Albany’s Basic Web Design Tutorial http://library.albany.edu/imc/webdesign/
· About.com’s Web Design Directory http://graphicdesign.about.com/msubwdes.htm
· Cnet’s Critique of the Week archive http://builder.cnet.com/webbuilding/pages/Graphics/Critique/
· Web Review, online magazine for Web developers http://www.webreview.com/index.shtml
· Dmitri Kirsanov’s "Designing a Designer's Site"  http://www.webreference.com/dlab/9810/
· Dmitri' Kirsanov’s "Designing Site Navigation"  http://www.webreference.com/dlab/9705/index.html
· Hal Shubin and Margaret M. Meehan’s “Text Matters "Problems with Navigating in Web Applications" http://www.emdash.com/webapps_new/webapps.htm
· Design Glossary--graphic and Web design related terminology http://www.grantasticdesigns.com/glossary.html
Adapted from: “Setting Up a User Test” by Jeff Jablonski
