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Questions to be answered with User Testing

Basic questions

1. Do pages download quickly enough? (See System Test)

Yes, even on dialups with speeds of ~30kbps. The GNOCDC site was always quicker to download than the user’s default home page.

2. Do pages display well? (size, color, layout) (See System Test)

Yes, they display well with minor overlap of bottom horizontal rule over right-hand column in NC 4.74, Win 98. Wide variation in font size setting, therefore wide variation in whether right-hand column was longer or short than body content. Data tables always looked good.

3. Do pages print OK on office printers? (See System Test)

Yes, except for the Mac using NC 4.73 which printed extra pages for wide pages. Data pages always printed fine. Even the maps printed well, both in grayscale and color.



Layout

4. Should data links be on the left-hand side on nhood pages? (See tasks 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 in TasksV1 and Tasks V2 for details of tasks)

Users quickly learned to look on the right for links, in fact, sometimes to the detriment of a geography-based navigation strategy. There was some problem with initial visibility of data links on the right. Additionally, the difference between district and neighborhood level pages was not always clear during rapid searching. Switching the column to the left on the neighborhood page could serve to emphasize that the ‘recommended’ navigation is always on the left (maps for 1st two levels, then data links for neighborhood level). It would also serve to make the district and neighborhood levels more visually distinct. Data links should also be repeated at the bottom of the page, as it was very common to scroll to the bottom of the page at the neighborhood level, leaving the data links out of the screen view.


5. Is the definition link sufficiently visible? (3)

Yes. It is without a doubt visible. The term also seems to be one that people are looking for when they need to distinguish between indicators, and they seemed to expect its placement to be where it is. However, comments on the definitions page itself were universally negative, including:

“Oh my God. Good Lord. I need some glasses for this.”

“Oh God, I have to read all this?”

“I wouldn’t use this. Perhaps if I were a little more like a researcher...”

“I gotta read all this?”


6. Is the Excel Spreadsheet link visible? (what happens when you click on it?) (pre-test protocol,7)

Yes, it appears to be visible. Our users reported several reasons for not using the link. One said she knew her system was too slow to download the spreadsheet and launch Excel (and she thought it might make her machine crash). The same user gave another reason– that she enjoyed navigating around the site and would rather do that (she did indeed learn the architecture quickly). The other person appeared to be apprehensive about whether the download would work (the detailed instructions on right-clicking may be making the download seem nonstandard). She did end up opening it. The Mac/NC user was the only one whose machine did not automatically launch the Excel spreadsheet. She knew that she had to navigate to the file and open it manually and was able to open it with relative ease. One person did not see the spreadsheet link at all and went to the definitions instead.

All users had their resolutions set such that all 5 parishes could not be seen in the first screen of the spreadsheet and had trouble navigating down and over to see both geography names and the indicators that go with each row. Recommend repeating geography names in row headers throughout spreadsheet.

Once on the spreadsheet, all users seemed to find it valuable. One said:
“This is really helpful.”(She had previously asked for a “shortcut”)

And another said she would use the table for the appendix of a grant proposal:
“Ruin their eyes, not mine.”

7. Can users find parish level data? (6,7,8)

It appeared to be standard operating procedure for users to scroll to the bottom of the home page upon entering the site. As such, they were always successful at finding the parish map-links. Some were prompted to scroll down when they read the instructions above the Orleans neighborhood map (“Scroll down to find data for the GNO 5-Parish area.”).

The current stacking of Parish data links below neighborhood data on the neighborhood pages did not work. It broke in several ways: 

1) It was not clear at all from our design that if you don’t find data at the neighborhood level you should jump up to the Parish level. 2) users universally expected pages with the same titles (e.g., Health) at the neighborhood level to contain the same data at the Parish level. And 3) if a user scrolled down to see the entire map, often the neighborhood data links would scroll completely out of view, as would the title for the parish data links (“Other data available for Orleans parish”) so there was no cue that the links immediately to the right of the neighborhood map were not actually for that neighborhood.

Recommend relying on data jumps to lead people to data at the Parish level. Also, it seems that all users wanted a list of all indicators found in the site, which would be a good place to explain that more data is available at the Parish level. We can probably list the sources that our data comes from on the front page, without having to create a complete list of indicators (which would confused the geography-based navigation).

8. Can users find what census tracts make up a neighborhood? (2)

The design does not make it obvious that you’d find ‘census’ tract information on the GNOCDC site. The word ‘census’ seemed to cue some users to try to find that information at the census.gov web site. Users ended up variously at the “How to use the Census web site” article and “What is a Census tract” tertiary content. One user had seen the link for ‘more maps’ but couldn’t remember where and went to a Census article instead. 

Another user stared at the screen with the link ‘more maps’ visible but did not see it and clicked away to the “What’s in the Census?” article. Frustrated, she said “OK, can I call a friend?” Upon returning to the BW Cooper maps page, she did not see the census tract map link until prompted. Her response to prompting was “You need to make that more visible.” At that point, she read the census tract numbers as though they were affiliated with streets rather than an area. “For MLK it would be 70” and she moved her cursor along the middle street in BW Cooper to the number 70 that represented a neighboring tract. http://www.gnocdc.org/orleans/4/60/maps.html Her final comment on the page was “This is cool” after finding the zip code information.

It seems that the although people do scroll to the bottom of the page to see what’s there, the ‘more maps’ link is not sufficiently visible. When scrolling down, users tended to stop scrolling once they could see the entire neighborhood map, leaving the maps link below the fold. Recommend trying moving ‘more maps’ link to just above the street map. The descriptive blurb seems to help, and, in fact is more useful than the words “more maps.” Change link to ‘Census tract and zip code boundaries maps.’

In the map design itself, it seems that a legend of some sort may be required (not necessarily a formal legend, though). The gray numbers did not always stand out obviously as representing census tracts (nor did the yellow shading immediately indicate the neighborhood boundaries). Consider labeling tract numbers with the word ‘tract ##’? As for the yellow shading, perhaps a CSS highlight of the same color in the heading with the neighborhood name?


9. Do neighborhoods at bottom of district map get overlooked? (2)

No, users scrolled until the map was in full view.

10. Do users go to the archives to find articles? (9)

Most users did not appear to conceptualize the links on the right as a subset of a complete archive of articles. One person ended up  at the Info & Referral section of Community WebLink. One person found it easily “Last Fall, must be in the archives.” Another person said that she “would ask y’all for it” and would not bother to search the site. 

All users indicated that they would not spend time to ‘learn’ while they were information-seeking, and the presence of article links on the front pages seemed to only lengthen their search times, as they had more content to scan through that did not actually contain data.

Recommend branding newsletter stronger, leaving in word ‘archives’ as it may be a useful cue. Articles may be best linked from front page as a ‘learn about using data in grantwriting’ link, and then scattered throughout data pages and linked internally from other resources.

11. Do users easily compare across rows to see geography? (4,8)

One user focused almost exclusively on indicator names and assumed to know what the geography headings were. (She repeatedly gave a LA number instead of the Parish number requested in Task 4.) This may be an artifact of the question and the test session, as the question intentionally requested only 3 of the 4 available geographies. The rest of the users seemed to easily use data tables including the geography headers, and often would follow along rows with their cursor.

Instructional design

12. Do users read/understand the data interruptions? (5)

Users do seem to read the data interrupts, at least the first sentence that was bolded in task #5 (family vs household). It didn’t appear that users expected the interrupts to be there (i.e, they wouldn’t necessarily go searching for an interrupt like they would a definition) but they did use them.

It seems that in several cases, users saw the interrupt just before they were going to go to the definitions. Upon finding the interrupt, one person said “Oh, that’s nice!” It should be noted that the question answered by the data interrupt was put into the users’ heads by the task, not generated on their own. However, because the interrupts are read, it seems that this information format may be a good one for correcting misconceptions as people seek data.


13. Do the map pages help users understand Census geography vs zip codes? (2)

Nobody commented on the relative “fit” of zip codes vs census tracts, although the question only asked users to find the numbers that go with BW Cooper, not which geography is more relevant. One user had the entire city conceptualized in zip code and knew the BW Cooper zip off the top of her head. Some expressed uncertainty about the purpose of the yellow shading, wondering if the other numbers around the yellow area were also included in BW Cooper. A couple of people wanted to see the neighborhood labeled, and also wanted to see all non-relevant numbers removed.

Users appeared to “stutter” down the maps page. The map pages may be too long, and the maps too similar. For the longer term, we may want to consider some other design with thumbnails or custom geographic commentary. In the short term, headings that serve as legends may help clarify.

Information architecture

14. Is the data within a page organized in a predictable manner for the users? (1,2,3,4,6,7,8)

All users were exceptionally skilled at scanning pages for information. One drawback of scanning is that once a ‘match’ is found, most people stopped scanning. This manifested especially in Task 2, where users were asked the percentage of children with single moms. 3 of 4 users stopped at the first related indicator, number of single mother households, but then continued to scroll when prompted “Did you want number of households or number of children?”

This suggests that a useful strategy may be to predict indicators that could be confused with ones lower on the page and introduce short data interrupts at the top of the table. Another strategy is to switch the order of indicators.


15. Are the link/category names sufficiently descriptive? (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9)

In general, yes, users were able to use most of the site well.

People and housing were obvious. Health wasn’t always obvious. More discussion of data links in #20 below.

The article names seemed to be sufficiently descriptive, except that users assumed that the articles (esp on the neighborhood pages) were geographically relevant. They also assumed that data could be found in articles. See #10 above for more discussion. Since the articles served more to distract users from finding data, recommend removing most article links from front page, at least in the first screen scroll, to shift navigation focus to maps.

It didn’t appear that anybody understood what “Numbers Talk” is (nor did they seem to care).

The title of ‘Snapshots’ seemed to be a good one, although sometimes users expected to find data in the snapshots. Including links to neighborhood data pages in the snapshots could accommodate those who are scanning the snapshot text for answers.

‘More maps’ didn’t hold as much meaning as the short description of that link. See #8 for recommendations.

Users who did not know geography wanted to see a list of neighborhood names. Additionally, some users overlooked “Seventh Ward” because they were looking for “7th Ward.” Long-term recommendation is to try to fit all neighborhood names on the front page map.

Users also wanted to see a full list of indicators available. Linking down through category names may have been less comfortable than scanning a long list. This type of feature, like a search feature, would interfere with our plan for the user experience where users must navigate through a certain path and be exposed to relevant content along the way. A good compromise may be to publish a list of data sources on the front page (this would also address the misconception that our site only publishes Census data).

The Definitions link title was sufficiently descriptive.

16. What do users do when they don’t find the data they’re looking for? (search engine, other web site, article, other geography, quit?) (3,6)

All users mentioned that they would ask a person they know, or call a source where they’d expect to find the data. For some users, contacting a colleague appeared to be their first order search strategy. We did not see much ‘frantic clicking.’ If anything, users were more hesitant and read more of what was on the page if they weren’t sure where to find what they were looking for. This may have led to them clicking on dead-end resources like articles when looking for data.

For task 3, where users were asked to find data not on gnocdc.org (blighted housing), users universally wanted a search field. They scanned the housing page from top to bottom, often several times, then seemed a little frustrated. All went to search engines when prompted to find blighted housing on their own. Some wondered aloud about the source for such data (HUD, City of New Orleans, etc.) Search terms included:

blighted house in new orleans
city blighted houses
blighted housing definition
blighted housing new orleans
“blighted houses in 7th ward new orleans”
“HANO”
blighted housing in city of new orleans

In searching (and in general use) it appeared that users generally expected to find data both in tables and in narratives (articles, etc.) 

One option is to include a master list of all indicators or a very structured search feature, although observation of users’ searching skills suggests that a search field may hurt rather than help users’ attempts to find data. (We would not want to implement either feature until we have a good idea of how to do so without ruining opportunities for incidental learning).

Note that no users mentioned relying on Data Center technical assistance. Users did comment that they liked the links to the Dept of Education at the bottom of the Education page. Recommend trying to anticipate user requests for data and use data jumps to direct to other pages, other web sites, or TA.


17. How do users handle neighborhoods “on the edge” of districts? (e.g., is geographic error-recovery working?) (2)

Users did not use grayed out district names at the edge of districts, but did use blue neighborhood links on neighborhood pages. This may be due to the fact that users do not relate to district numbers or that they do not know that the gray underlined text is clickable. Informal questioning of users suggests that they do not relate to planning district numbers at all. Recommend (eventually) redesigning maps with neighborhood names rather than district names. Link could go to the neighboring district page (and its relevant content) or the neighborhood itself.

18. Are the 13 areas sufficient for finding neighborhoods? (1,2,3,4,5,6)

Districts and district numbers  appeared to be meaningless to users, although the level of detail provided on the 13 district map did seem sufficient when users were familiar with geography. It could be useful to list neighborhood names on districts instead of District numbers.  On the home page, the arrow pointing down for NO East confused one user, who interpreted the arrow as pointing to the 9th Ward. All other users scrolled down with no problem for those off-map regions.

Interpreting results from this set of tasks is challenging because, except in the case of consultants, most users would know their geography well and the use case of having to find data for a neighborhood they don’t know would be rare. Although one of our users was just “not good at geography” and had trouble locating the neighborhood drove to every day to go to work.

When users were unfamiliar with the area, they cursed the maps and wanted a list. Our concern with having a straight list of neighborhood names is that users might work on geographic misconceptions rather than considering the actual geography. Recommend doing away with Planning District names/numbers and instead listing all neighborhood names on front page map.

Another confusion is the district vs ward system, especially for those unfamiliar with the neighborhoods of 7th Ward and Lower 9th Ward. It seemed there may have been an expectation that neighborhoods would be organized either by district or ward.

19. Do users go to the case study and what data do funders want to see to write a needs assessment? (10,general)

No, users are very focused on information-seeking. In referring the site to a friend, most said they’d just send the friend to the front page. There were some comments about how the case study or other articles might be useful for other people, but nobody indicated they’d be useful for themselves. This tendency was so powerful that we dropped task #10 after only a couple of user tests. 

20. Are data in predictable categories (e.g., voting in community participation) (1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8)

People and housing seemed straightforward. Three potential IA problems were identified:

Re: Teen pregnancy
Wanted search engine. Went to people. “Ah, Health!... must be unhealthy having a baby when you’re a teen.” Another person wondered aloud “health or people?” Note: user trained in public health went straight to Health.

Re: Voting
“Community participation doesn’t include voting. To me that would involve neighborhood Watch... that sort of thing. What are they doing as a community? Meeting at a park?”

“Public safety, isn’t that where you go to vote?”

Re: Foster children
“Why wouldn’t it be under people?” [user kept passing over public safety link, clicked on everything else pretty much, then clicked PS out of desperation] “Oh, y’all need to be shot! Why, why, why? This is awful… why in public safety? Handguns = foster child? Why is it not in people where normal people should be?”

“Why are foster care and child abuse lumped together? That’s not necessarily true. We’re talking about crime – murder, rape, robbery – and then foster care? That supports the stigma that foster care is child abuse.?

IA solutions: Add in data interrupt under people for teen pregnancy. Change the category name from Community Participation to Voting. Put Foster Children in to People.

Other things to test:

· Excel spreadsheets (for funder & collaborative users) (7)

See #5 above. Spreadsheets seem useful, could be more useful with a simple redesign. The link could be made more visible.

· Search  engine usefulness (general)

Search engine was requested often, but a list of indicators may be more useful. Internal team discussions have pointed out that if people search rather than scan they may miss related data and context.

· Can people find the site? (first task)

To our  surprise, no, people cannot always easily find the site using their search engines. Search engines included:

Yahoo!
Dogpile
Looksmart

Search terms used were:

community data center
“community data center, new Orleans”
community data
the community data center in new Orleans

One person typed in www.communitydatacenter.org in the browser.
Incidental observations from UT1

· All users showed some degree of sophistication in using the web. Managing windows, using bookmarks, evaluating quality of information, using web interfaces…

· Scrolled to bottom of page

· Were able to scan large amounts of text mining for data nuggets

· Did not expect data to only be in tables

· Used breadcrumb navigation, knew what “home” means

· Are very skilled at converting mental search terms to indicators printed on the page. 

· Rely on the telephone and colleagues and have a tendency to want to go ‘straight to the source’ when they don’t find something immediately

· Some users demonstrated the ability to learn our site architecture quickly, whereas others seemed to take a more random approach to navigating, or were confused by the geography behind the navigation

· All are interested in trust – who is the Data Center, how often is it updated, where does the data come from, how many other people visit the site?

We probably have at least 2 distinct audiences in terms of their information-seeking strategies: nonprofit managers and nonprofit consultants. Within those groups, there is likely a wide variance in style of finding and evaluating information.

· The nonprofit consultant and university program director:

· More of a generalist, academically trained

· Preconceptions: site contains only contains census data

· Expected to have to go away from site to get some information (i.e., census tract numbers)

· Made comments similar to what we’d hear from our in-house staff (i.e., she thinks like us) (ex: homeownership vs households occupied by…)

· More interested in the snapshots. The consultant noted that “The snapshot gives interest to each neighborhood, makes the grant application more real.”


· The nonprofit managers:


· Expected data to be either in narrative or tabular form

· Appeared to immediately convert data into talking points (19.7% to 1 in 5)

· Expected to find issue-oriented content at higher levels in site

· Expected to find community assets, including the Arts, alongside data

· Appeared to compensate for their slow internet connections

General comments from users in UT1

“This is cool. Oh Lord, this is cool.”

“Very efficient!”

“I’m gonna use this site to death.”

“I have to stop bein’ so nosy looking at everything. It’s just so interesting!”

“If I were under deadline, I’d just want my number to insert. I wouldn’t read any of this nicey-nice stuff” [referring to articles on the side]

“I’d use this site if I knew I could find a lot of stuff at it. I like to go straight to the source.”

“Now this is good information.” [parish health page]

“Too many things to do to get to the data… if it would’ve just said [blighted housing] on the front page…”

“Good resource for writing proposals because everybody wants to compare national to state to local data.” 

Summary of design changes between UT1 and UT2

Design changes based on UT1 findings:

Switch links to data pages to left-hand side on neighborhood level pages to give a stronger visual cue for being on a different geographic level.

Add Orleans Parish link to breadcrumbs for Orleans District-level pages to make navigation more consistent.

Call collections of articles “Articles” rather than “Numbers Talk,” while more heavily branding (in e-mail and the web site) “Numbers Talk” as the name of our monthly newsletter.

Remove all but one link to an article on the front page to avoid distracting users from the main navigation of the maps. 

Give article links on District and Parish level pages a heading that explains the articles are not specific to the chosen geography, but rather are “Articles on writing needs assessments.”

Change “More Maps” link to a link that says “Census Tract and Zip Code boundary maps” so there is sufficient information to make a clicking decision when reading the link (rather than having to read the parenthetical comment after the link).

Remove listing of Parish-level data from neighborhood pages. Instead, anticipate user needs to jump up to a higher geography in the data jumps at the bottom of each data page.

Make more use of the data jumps at the bottom of each data page.

Make more use of data interrupts to explain possible confusions and correct misconceptions.

Other design changes:

Reduce size of breadcrumb links by 1 to reduce visual clutter.

Add SF3 data (2,6000 data points, and 6 new data pages for each neighborhood)

Flesh out source citations so they can be copied and pasted into documents.


Add source links to Definitions page to avoid users clicking away from site unintentionally.

Add pop-up definition links to indicator titles (a hidden feature).

Major findings from UT2 October 2002

Analysis revealed that with our on-site user testing methodology, the "time to target" measure is meaningless because of interruptions, conversations, variations in network speed, and computer glitches. "Clicks to target,” however, is a very meaningful measure and revealed much about the changes in usability after the design changes.

· The take home from comparing the results from UT1 and U2T (which we tried to match the participants in) is that the above design changes did indeed make using the site more efficient.

· We went from 4 to 2 complete failures (instances where we gave the user the answer after they became frustrated upon not being able to find the target) out of 36 instances for each set of user tests. Basically, we cut the failure rate in half.

· Number of clicks to target decreased by and average of 3 clicks (2.8). Another way to say this is that it took 3 fewer clicks for people to find specific information after the redesign, even though we doubled the size of the web site in the redesign.

· All tasks had a decrease in number of clicks to target except for one, which had a 0.5 click increase (a negligible difference).

· The biggest click-savings is on the first task (7.25 clicks) suggesting that the major design changes may have had the greatest effect on users before they had learned the web site interface.

Revealed design problems:

With the major design flaws fixed in the redesign, UT2 brought out more subtle design stumbling blocks for users. They are:

1. The maps of the neighborhoods do not say to users “here are the neighborhood boundaries within which this data was gathered.” Rather, the maps say “here’s the suggested area to look in for this neighborhood.” Causes of this appeared to be 1) the lack of a boundary line around the neighborhood 2) the yellow shading that highlighted the area of interest, but did not  make a strong statement about the boundary and 3) the fact that the name of the neighborhood was not actually on the neighborhood map (although names/links of all surrounding  neighborhoods were on the map).


2. Also regarding the maps: street names appeared to be not very useful for users. Currently, the maps only have every other street labeled, which means that key streets are often not labeled.


3. The Zip code map (and parish maps) do not seem to be meaningful. The zip code map overlaying the neighborhood is at too close of a zoom to show where the zip code boundaries are, and seems to do nothing toward making it self-evident that neighborhoods or census tracts are better geographies to use for social planning. The parish maps did not add anything to the user experience, as the highways were hard to follow and there were no meaningful landmarks to orient the user.


4. The Planning District organization doesn’t seem to mean anything to anybody. Users tended to be more interested in getting straight to a neighborhood, or seeing the city organized by ward or zip code. 


5. The Florida/Desire areas and developments were confusing for the users working in that area. They assumed that the ‘area’ included the ‘development,’ when, in fact, the development is a separate neighborhood.


6. The Excel download box at the bottom of each data page does not immediately indicate that the download is for comparison data (not just the data on that page). The heading says “compare this data…” but the link itself only says “download this Excel Spreadsheet.” Users did cue in very quickly to the Excel X icon –they had obviously seen it elsewhere.


7. In data jumps, the actual link titles were easily read, but readers tended to skip over the (important) parenthetical comments after the links. This sometimes led to confusion when a user jumped to a higher-level geography from a neighborhood page but didn’t have the parenthetical information that explained the geographic jump.


8. Several users looked in “about the Community Data Center” for the article archives. In the redesign, the “Article Archives” link title was changed to “Read more articles on using data.”


9. The ESL tables under People were a universal show-stopper. Users searching for Household Structure data tending to slow down, stutter, scroll up and sometimes even click away when they encountered the long ESL tables. It seemed to be a sign to them that they were looking in the wrong  place. (Note: the ESL tables were not in the People page during UT1 because that data had not yet been released by the Census.)


10. One surprising finding was that 2/4 users naturally clicked on the ‘secret feature’ of the definition pop-up links. They did not seem to conceptualize that the content was just a piece of what was on the full Definitions page, but their use of the pop-up def seemed very natural. As a redundant navigation to the definition content, the pop-up link was a success (although it is not obvious enough to be the only access to definition content).

Proposed solutions:

1. Revise all neighborhood maps eventually to include more obvious boundaries with clearly labeled neighborhood names.

2. Label all streets.

3. Present zip code maps at the district level to show more complete view of zip code boundaries. With the parish maps, conduct research on mapping rural or urban/rural areas and figure out what information would be useful for our audience. Perhaps a good  satellite photo would be most informative?

4. Continue to use planning districts as a fundamental organizing scheme, but remove all mentions of the district number. Instead, list all neighborhood names in a given district (abbreviations would be OK for navigational purposes). Consider creating alternative maps of wards and other geographies.

5. Add reciprocal links between the area and development in the short blurb excerpted from the snapshot. Also consider adding a commentary to the district page. (Clearer neighborhood boundaries as suggested in #1 should also help.)

6. Add the word “compare” into the link for the Excel spreadsheet.

7. Include geography name in any link that shifts geography, and also always include important information before a link (not after in parentheses).

8. Find a place on the front page for administrative links such as “Article Archives,” “About Us”, “E-mail a friend” etc.

9. Put ESL into its own page.

10. Continue to look for opportunities to make redundant links if they do not interfere with the design.
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