Usability: What to Test

Although there is plenty of documentation that supports usability testing for Web sites, because it is such a new field of study, there has not been a large amount of material produced that covers a general overview of what sorts of things should be tested; instead the information that can be found on Web sites and in books written by the experts usually focuses on very specific questions so that the testing will produce measurable results. But how does a tester determine what questions to ask and what to test for? 

The answer to this lies in the functional purpose of the project and can be covered in three areas: Impression, Communication, and Goal Satisfaction. In this lecture we will cover those three areas with the idea of producing effective usability tests in mind. 

Impression 
Human Resource publications commonly purport that people make up their minds about other individuals within 30 seconds to 2 minutes, but there are several studies that indicate that the time may actually be as short as 2 seconds. In that brief instant, a person will have already decided whether or not they like a person and will have made decisions that will influence the rest of the encounter. This same phenomenon occurs when a person sees a Web site for the first time; within the first few seconds of the screen loading, a user may have already convinced themselves whether or not the site will be useful to them, if using the site will be a positive or negative experience, and how they feel about company or organization that owns the site. Although a user's first impression may seem slightly outside of the scope of strict usability testing, because of its influence on all other parts of a project it can be one of the most vital bits of information gained. 

Out of the three areas of usability testing, obtaining data on user impressions can be the most difficult because you are gathering information on user opinion; a quality that is not always measurable. The best way to collect this information is through direct and well thought out questions. What follows is a sample method for gathering the necessary data. 

Allow the test participant to briefly view a screen shot of the home page (about 10 to 15 seconds). After removing the screen shot from the test participant's view, ask one or more of the following sample questions or any others that may pertain to the specific purpose of the site: 

· What was the subject or focus of the Web site? 

· If you were looking for [ state purpose of the site ] did the site appear to provide what was needed? 

· What can you tell me about the company that owned the site based on what you saw? 

· On a scale of 1 to 5, rate how easy you feel the site would be to use. (with 1 being difficult and 5 being extremely easy) 

· What one word would you use to describe the site?* (e.g., fun, friendly, informative, etc.) 

* Although the information gained from this question will be highly subjective, it can be very useful in determining first impressions. 

Communication 
Effective communication is the foundation of any media-based project. It is through the passing on of information that any Web site fulfills its goals and it is how well the design communicates that dictates the success of navigation, content, and nearly every other element of the entire project. Because of this, most conventional usability testing concentrates on this area. 

Gathering information on the effectiveness of a site's communication is the least difficult of the three areas of usability testing. Through direct questions and observation of the test participant, a great deal of data can be learned about how well the elements of a project communicate. 

In your text, Exploring Interface Design , many of the sample tasks listed in Chapter 13 and the examples given in the Data to Collect section actually focus on testing the ability of the design to communicate. These can serve as excellent guides for developing your own usability tests. 

Goal Satisfaction 
Because it is entirely possible for a Web site to be successful in the areas of impression and communication, but still not meet the project's purpose, it is important to test for Goal Satisfaction . On the Internet it is all too common to find Web sites that look great and communicate well, but fail to promote the task they were created for. An example of this would be a Web site that was developed to sell a product online or provide customer service information, but forces the viewer to watch a lengthy animated splash page. Even if the splash page has a “skip intro” button, the user must not only wait again until the main page of the site loads, but they have also been tasked with performing an extra (and distracting) step in the process of using the site. 

One of the best ways to test for Goal Satisfaction is through the observation of the test participant's ability to perform specific tasks using the site. As a usability test developer it is important to know what tasks to give the participant. The tasks included in the test should adequately reflect the purpose of the site and it is a simple matter of referring to the original development plan to determine what needs to be tested. The following table includes a few example goals and what sorts of tasks a participant could be asked to perform in order to determine Goal Satisfaction: 

	Project Goal 
	Task to be Observed 

	Sell books online 
	Have participant find a specific book by title, and have them go through each of the steps required to purchase the book. 

	Inform public about safety during severe weather 
	Have participants find information on what to do in case of a tornado. 

	Promote customer traffic in a chain retail store 
	Have participant find the location of the nearest store to their home. 


Take away points from this Lecture: 

· The three main areas of usability testing are Impression, Communication, and Goal Satisfaction 

· Each of these areas are best tested with specific methods that are oriented toward the information needed 

