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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

In the autumn  of 2008, the University of Washington Libraries launched a redesigned 

website. Changes to the site included  an updated look and feel, and  new design features 

intended to improve patron access to resources.   To evaluate the effectiveness of the 

redesign, a  usability test of the new site has now been completed.  

 

Ten users from a range of disciplines and experience levels  were asked to perform various 

tasks using the new site, and respond to inquiries about their overall reaction s to the site.  

Their actions and comments were analyzed to determine the effectiveness, efficiency, and 

satisfaction with which they were able to accomplish tasks commonly performed by UW 

library patrons.  During these evaluations, the following findings were noted:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several usability challenges were also noted , and s olutions for some of these have been 

implemented . For other issues, further research is necessary :  

 

¶ The Image Collection Search box was misinterpreted by users. It has been removed.  

¶ Many users had difficulty navigating the Hours of Operation page . This page  has 

been revised  to more prominently feature web - friendly information .   

¶ Users did not identify or utilize the Reference Tools section . Discussions of relabeling 

this page or moving its content elsewhere are underway .  

¶ The proximity  of the ñFind Itò links and the Worldcat Local ñSearch Everythingò tab  

confused users. These two areas  have now been visuall y separated.   

¶ Library -provided tools such as Re search  Help and Subject Guides  were underutilized . 

¶ The Image Collection s and UW Digital Collection s content areas were not understood 

by users . Navigation and labeling  m odifications  are  under discussion.  

¶ UW Worldcat search results were too broad and difficult to narrow down for many 

users. These findings have been forwarded to the Worldcat Local Team.  

¶ Most users expressed a positive 

response to overall site design 

and organization  

¶ Participants exhibited significant 

adoption and use of new 

elements including drop down 

navigation menus, header search 

box, and Qwidget chat link  

¶ Participants were easily ab le to 

complete basic tasks such as 

looking up books, accessing 

Course Reserves, and logging in 

to their Library Account.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1 : UW Libraries Home 

Page, September 2008  
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INTRODUCTION 

The UW Libraries website serves as a critical access po int for  materials for bot h remote and 

in -person library patrons .  T he ability of patrons  to easily discover and access resources 

through this site is critical to the Librariesô mission.  

 

The Spring 2007 UW Libraries Triennial Survey  found a shar p increase in remote use  of the 

Libraries .1 While u ndergraduate students continue d to frequent physical library space s, 

usage by faculty and graduate student s had shifted dramatically towards remote access .  

Graduate students are now more likely to connect to the library from off -campus t han from 

any location on campus .2 

 

Another trend noted in th e survey data  was  a growing tendency for students and f aculty  to 

begin their research process  on the open internet, rather than the library catalog or other 

library -provided  discovery  tool.   

 

This finding was supported by results  

of Project Information Literacy 2008 .3  

This study conduct ed discussions with   

undergraduate students from many   

different  campuses, and found that  

students often use Wikipedia as a first   

step in information discovery.   This  

project also concluded that the massive  

increase in available resources has  

paradoxically made research more  

difficult for many students.  

 

In October 2007, the UW Libraries Public  

Web Operations G roup began to evaluate  

the UW Libraries web site  (Figure 2)  in  

                                                                 

1 Hiller, Steve. 2007 -2008. ñListening to the UW Community: the 2007 UW Libraries Triennial Survey.ò 
Library Directions: A Newsletter of the University of Was hinton Libraries,  Autumn -Winter, 17(2). 
Retrieved online on January 13, 2009, from:  
http://www.lib.washington.edu/about/libdirections/ldfal07 -web.pdf  

 
2 Preliminary Selected Results from UW Libraries 2007 Triennial Survey. Retrieved online January 13, 
2009 from: http://www.lib.washington.edu/assessment/surveys/survey2007/documents/ARLForum  
TriResults2007.pdf  

 
3 Project Information Literacy 2008 video. Retrieved online on January 23, 2009 from:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RKI7yOl8nQY  

 

Figure 2 : UW Libraries  Home Page , 

2004 -  August 2008  
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response to these changes in  patron behavior, and in  recognition of the increasing 

importance of online access. The site was evaluated based on its ability to meet user needs 

and to further the Librariesô goals, which include being an ñAnytime, Anyplaceò library, and 

enabling users to function self - sufficiently on their own terms.   

 

The Public Web Operations group found that improvements  could be made to the site to 

better serve these goals, and began a data -driven design process to improve this critical 

access point.  

 

GOALS OF THE REDESIGN 

Based on an analysis of user behaviors outlined in the Triennial Survey and with the overall 

strat egic goals of the UW Libraries in mind, the Public Web Operations Group developed the 

following high level goals for a redesigned website:  

 

¶ Extend navigation and access to critical resources across subpages    

¶ Increase access to t ools  and resources  that h elp users be self - sufficient    

¶ Reduce redundant information    

¶ Preserve easy access to existing resources  

¶ Improve the accessibility of the UW Libraries Website  

¶ Update look and feel to be more closely aligned with the main University web site    

 

To inform the implementation of these goals in specific sections of the site, patron  behavior 

was analyzed  using a range of d ata sources , such as the previously mentioned Spring 2007 

UW Libraries Triennial Survey , a nd a series of focus g roups conducted in Nov ember 2007  to 

obtain information about user preferences.  

 

Based on these findings, two early prototypes were developed  (Figure 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Figure 3: Early Design Prototypes  
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The techniques and methods used in this study were designed to measure usability, as it is 

defined in the International Standard of Usability:  

 

ñUsability:  the extent to which a product can be used by specified users to 

achieve specified goals with effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction in a 

specified context of use. ò 1 

 

Accordingly, the  study was structured around three main areas:  a group of specified 

users , their specific goals , and analysis of their satisfaction and success in achieving 

those goals with effectiveness and efficiency.   

  

                                                                 

1 International Standard of Usability, ISO 9241 -11: Guidance on Usability, retrieved online on 

1/15/2009 from http://www.usabilitynet.org/tools/r_international.htm#9241 -11  

These prototypes were  evaluated in a 

preliminary round of user interviews  in May 

2008.   

Next, user f eed back about the advantages 

and disadvantages of those early prototypes 

was used to develop a single  design .   

The final layout included significant 

revisions to the home page and to the 

headers, footers, and navigation bars of 

subpages. This redesign did not directly 

include  other services linked from the 

website ( such as WorldCat Local  and  

Course Reserves).   

The redesigned s ite was launched in 

September 2008 , and the focu s of  this 

report is the usability testing of that 

release, which was conducted in November 

2008.  

This testing effort aimed to eva luate the 

effectiveness and effi ciency of the design 

for p atrons who use the UW Libraries  

website.  Figure 4: Redesign Timeline  

 

 

¶ Triennial Survey 

 

 

¶ Focus Groups 

 

¶ User Evaluation of 

Prototypes 

 

 

¶ New Site Launch 

 

¶ Usability Testing 
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Usability Findings 

 

 

2007 
Spring 

 

 

November 

 

2008 
May/June 

 

 

 

September 

 

November 

 

December- 

Present 

         Redesign Timeline 

http://www.usabilitynet.org/tools/r_international.htm#9241-11
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METHODS 

 

A. SPECIFIED USERS 

 

The specified users for this investigation were undergraduate students, graduate students, 

and faculty of the University of Washi ngton.  A target number of participants for each user 

group was set based on relative proportions of the U niversity population, 1 as shown in 

Figure 5 .  In keeping with the real -world populations , the majority of participants in this 

study were undergraduates, with significant representation from graduate student s and 

faculty members. Ten participants were recruited from a variety of disciplines and 

experience levels.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                                 

1 Demographic statistics are taken from the UW Libraries report to the Association of Research 

Libraries for 2007, retrieved on 1 /15/2009 from: 

http://www.lib.washington.edu/assessment/stats/default.html  

Figure 5: 2007 Population Distribution at the University of Washington  
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B.  SPECIFIED GOALS 

 

The particular user goals measured in this study were based on previous research data 

which described common actions of users of the UW Libraries. These goals included 

discovering, locating, and using library resources.  For the purposes of this study , use rsô 

goals were approximated with a diverse set  of basic and advanced tasks, which p articipant s 

were asked to complete using the new site.  

Tasks were designed to both simulate  common goals of patrons (such as finding books) and 

to evaluate the particular go als of this redesign (such as  improving navigation across 

subpages).    

 

Both the wording of the task instructions, and the structure and order of the script, were 

used to maximize evaluation potential. For example, participants began their session at the 

Odegaard Undergraduate Library Home page, rather than the main UW Libraries Home 

page, and were instructed to accomplish the fir st three tasks from this page.   After  

completing those tasks, participants were directed to the main UW L ibraries Home page for 

the remainder of the session.  

 

  

 

   

 

  

 

  

           Usability Evaluation Tasks  

 

From the Odegaard Library Home Page  

¶ Unit: Find a specific book  

¶ Unit: Access your library account  

¶ Unit: Find an article about a general topic  

From the Main Home Page  

¶ Main: Get help with Research  

¶ Off Campus Access to restricted resources  

¶ Subject Guides: explore a new subject area  

¶ Find an image of a specific person  

¶ Look up a specific library poli cy  

¶ Find a specific book  

¶ Pay a fine  

¶ Locate Course Reserves  

¶ Look up a specific fact (Reference T ools)  

¶ Reserve a study room  

¶ Request th at the  libraries purchase a book  

¶ Ask a librarian for help  

¶ Look up the opening hours of a library  location  

 

This structure allowed the 

evaluation of design elements 

such as the  persistent navigation 

drop -down  menus and the catalog 

search box  in the header.  

 

In the actual study, each task  

was presented to users with a 

brief narrative providing 

instructions and context for the 

task.  The full text of the task 

instructions  is available in 

Appendix A . 
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C. PROCEDURES  

 

STUDY PROTOCOL 

 

Usability sessions were facilitated by a Systems Librarian or by a Graduate Staff Assistant in 

the IT Services Department of the University of Washington Libraries.  

 

Each session was conducted according to a strict protocol in cluding a written script 

for the facilitator, to ensure consistency. Participants were encouraged to provide 

both positive and negative feedback and assured that the evaluation was not 

intended to measure their abilities, but rather to test the site itself .  Participants 

were asked to complete a series of 15 tasks using the UW Libraries website. During 

the tasks, the facilitator prompted participants to describe their thought s process es 

and provided assistance with task instructions but not with execution. Once all tasks 

were completed, the testing software  presented the participant with an on -screen 

survey to evaluate their experience with the site.   

 

EQUIPMENT 

The usability tests were performed in a dedicated usability lab located within S uzzallo 

Library.   The room contains a desk with a computer, monitor and chair.   An additional chair 

was used by the testing facilitator , who was seated next to the participant.   

   

This machine was running Microsoft Windows XP Professional Version 2002, Service Pack 3, 

Internet Expl orer 7, and Mozilla Firefox 2.0 .   

 

Morae 3, a commercial user testing software system made by Techsmith 

(http://www.techsmith.com/morae ),  was used to present task instructions to participants , 

and to record their screen actions, comments, fac ial expressions, and survey responses .  

To facilitate efficient session administration and results analysis, the óautopilotô feature of 

Morae 3 was used, which generated popup instructions for each task.  

The autopilot mode automatically logged the beginnin g and ending of each task based on 

when the participant pressed the óstartô button on the task instruction window. Once the 

sessions were recorded and analyzed, Moraeôs built in graphing f unction  allowed the quick 

production of quantitative results display s.  
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D. ANALYSIS  

 

Participantsô actions and comments were evaluated using a variety of methods to measure 

the effectiveness and efficiency with which they were able to accomplish their goals, and 

their overall satisfaction with the site.  

 

SATISFACTION 

Participant satisfact ion with the web experience was evaluated by examining the comments 

users made both verbally during the session and in response to a written survey at the end 

of the session.  

 

EFFECTIVENESS 

The effectiveness with which participants completed tasks was ana lyzed by scoring the 

difficulty level of each task for each user. Difficulty scores were assigned by analyzing 

session recordings to determine whether each task was completed with ease , completed 

with difficulty , or failed to complete .  

 

For s ome tasks , par ticipants did not use the resource provided by the library website and 

instead used an alternate strategy .  For example, in several cases participants stated that 

they would ask a librarian in person rather than use the website. These tasks were scored 

as failed to complete ; although the alternate strategy may have been successful in 

accomplishing the userôs goal, their rejection of resources prepared by the library indicates 

a potential problem with those areas of the site.  

 

 

EFFICIENCY 

Because of the occurrence of óalternate strategyô tasks, measurement of Time on Task was 

not found to be an accur ate indicator  of efficiency. Several participants spent very little time 

on tasks for which they used an alternate strategy, however the low task time did not  

indicate efficient task completion .  

 

Instead, both the difficulty score and a detailed summary of participant actions and 

comments were used to evaluate efficiency.  This summary was compiled from the session 

recordings and sorted by task, to identify in efficiencies that arose for multiple users.   
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SPECIFIC FINDINGS 

 

A.  LOOK AND FEEL 

 

Most of the study participants found the site easy to use, with eight out of ten participants 

rating the site ôs ñease of useò highly (four on a scale of one to five).   Most users also 

displayed a positive response to the new visual design of the site, with some dissenting 

viewpoints. The doctoral candidate and faculty member participants commented that the 

pages had too much content:   

ά{ŎǊŜŜƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ōǳǎȅΧǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻƴ ŀ website makes too much to parse at once 
ŀƴŘ L ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘΦέ 

 

However the majority of study participants, including a ll of the undergraduate students and 

one masterôs student, felt the new design was easy to  navigate:  

ñI liked the simplicity, the ease to access the most commonly asked information, 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ōƻȄΦέ 

άL ƭƛƪŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ōǊƻŀŘ ōǳǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 
would ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊΦέ 

 

Based on f ocus group comments, some goals of th is redesign included creating an 

environment that felt more active  and inviting to users, and was less reliant on lists of text 

links.  The user data collected in focus groups and preliminary testing, in which users 

responded positively to the stronger col or scheme with UW branding, was suppo rted by this 

round of tes ting, although once again a disconnect was appar ent between the perceptions of 

undergraduate students and faculty/graduate students.  Faculty and graduate students 

tended to prefer a more subdue d style, commenting:  

 ά¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭǳǘǘŜǊŜŘ όŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴŜŀǘŜǊύΦέ 

άThe color gradations -- purple to white -- ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŀƴƴƻȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎΦέ 

Undergraduate students commented approvingly on the layout, or expressed a wish for it to 

be even more dyn amic :   

άL ƭƛƪŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ ŎǊƻǿŘŜŘ ƻǊ ōǳǎȅΣ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

 ά!ƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘǳƭƭΦ Lǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƳŀȅōŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƭŀǎƘ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ά 
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B. NEW DESIGN ELEMENTS 

 

Several tasks were planned specifically to evaluate the use and efficacy of new structural 

and visual elements. These new elements included a persistent navigation bar with drop -

down menus, changes to the catalog search presentation, and a Qwidget chat lin k with a 

librarianôs image .  All of these new elements saw significant adoption and use by 

participants in this study.   

 

DROP-DOWN NAVIGATION  

 

The previous version of the libraries website included a persistent navi gation bar, as shown 

in Figure 6 .  This bar included links to the main areas of the site and appeared on most 

subpages.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the new design, the navigation bar has been modified to include drop -down menus for 

each area of the site (see  Figure 7 ).  This navigation structure allows users to jump directly 

between site subpages, without nee ding to return to the home page .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Figure 7 : New Drop -Down Menus  

Figure 6: Persistent Navigation Bar  
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As shown in Figure  8, most  users took advantage of the drop down menus at some point 

during the evaluation. For some tasks they chose to return to the home page to scan all 

available links , however eight out of ten participants used the drop down menus at least 

once.  
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Figure 8 : Drop -down Menu Use  
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PRESENTATION OF SEARCH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 : Two Search Boxes  

 

Figure 10 : Prominent Catalog Search  

Focus group comments  

revealed user confus ion about 

the multiple  search boxes on 

the home page (Fig ure 9 ). The 

subdued color scheme and 

placement of the main catalog 

search box was also noted as 

a challenge by  some users .  

To address these issues, the 

main catalog search box was 

moved in this design to a 

more central location and 

strongly identified with color 

and  prominent tabs (as in 

Figure 10 ). The ñsite searchò 

box  has also been removed 

from the home page.  

Eight out of ten users 

identified the catalog search 

box as the first or second item 

they noticed on the home 

page.  Searching the library 

catalog is one of the most 

common reasons patrons visit 

the UW libraries w ebsite, and 

making this search easy to 

locate strongly supports 

efficiency for users. In their 

comments, five users 

specifically mentioned the 

prominent search box with 

tabs as one of the features 

they liked most about the site .  
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A catalog search box has also been added to the header bar of subpages, to facilitate 

searc hing from anywhere on  the site, as shown in Figure 11 .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To evaluate th e effectiveness of this new presentation of catalog search, each usability 

session began at the Unit Homepage for the Odegaard Undergraduate Library.  The first 

task instructed participants to find a book, and all ten users quickly  located the new catalog 

search box in the website header , indicating that this feature support s user efficiency.  

 

Two users chose to limit their search to the UW -only catalog,  and a third participant 

expressed confusion about whether the box would search UW Worldcat or the UW -only  

Catalog.  These actions supported previous findings that some patrons prefer not to see 

results from other libraries. S ee the UW Worldcat section of t his report  for further 

discussion . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Figure 11 : Subpage Header  

REVISIONS: HEADER SEARCH  

To increase clarity about the function  

of the Header  search box and support  

different searching preferences, a radio  

selector has been introduced that allows  

patrons to select  UW Worldcat,  

UW-Only Catalog, or Site Searc h.  

 

 

Figure 12 : Revised Header Search  


