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Overview
This usability study was conducted for the United States Institute of Peace Certificate Course in Conflict Analysis.  The institute was established and is funded by Congress with goals related to addressing, preventing and resolving conflicts around the world.  When selecting users to test the site some care was made to choose individuals with characteristics similar to the USIP’s target user.   The target user has an interest in expanding knowledge and demonstrating understanding concerning solutions to conflict, especially at a global level. Such a user would likely be an undergraduate or graduate student, or a professional in fields such as the military, law enforcement, politics and diplomacy, government, academia, or a member of a non-governmental or international organization like the Red Cross or Peace Corps.  
· User 1, Nick, is an 18 year old male college student majoring in Computer Graphics.  He is described as being relatively tech-savvy. 
· User 2, Jessica, is a 25 year old female with a Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education.  She describes herself as fairly literate in electronics and web use.

· User 3, Daniel, is a 28 year old male Navy veteran.  He is comfortable using the web, using it mostly for gaming, socializing, and occasional research.  
Testing Specifics

The test was comprised of two components: direct observation and a questionnaire.  The direct observation included five timed tasks that were identical for each user.  The user was read the task aloud and given the task to read as a reference, if needed.  The user was then asked if he/she understood the task and was asked to indicate when ready.  He/she was also asked to “think aloud” while completing tasks in order that the proctor may have insight as to why certain clicks or actions were made.  When the user announced he/she was ready, timing began.  The test proctor counted the number of clicks it took to complete the task and wrote down any applicable notes either related to the user’s dictated thought process or to behaviors, problems, or lack-there-of the proctor found relevant.  When the user was finished, timing was stopped.  The proctor then navigated to the start page to begin the next task and the process was repeated.  
After completion of the five tasks, the user was then given a questionnaire to complete.  The questionnaire included 16 questions that asked the user to rate his/her experience on a continuum of either very easy to very difficult or strongly agree to strongly disagree.  

In testing, our team focused on three aspects of usability: learnability, error-rate, and satisfaction.  The direct observation component primarily tested for error-rate and, secondarily, for learnability.  While the questionnaire focused on user satisfaction with the site, it also included several questions related to the user’s own assessment of the site’s learnability.  Two questions focused on the user’s interpretation of error-rate.  The following table illustrates the questions on the form applicable to each topic:
Figure 1: Questionnaire Detail
	Learnability Questions
	Error-Rate Questions
	Satisfaction Questions

	1,2,5,7,8,13
	7,9
	1-6, 9-12, 14-16


Points were awarded based on the user’s level of satisfaction as demonstrated:
Figure 2: Scoring Matrix (Questionnaire)
	Continuum Detail
	very easy
	easy
	average
	difficult
	very difficult

	Points Awarded
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1

	Continuum Detail
	strongly agree
	agree
	neutral
	disagree
	strongly disagree

	Points Awarded
	5
	4
	3
	2
	1


Error-rate was primarily tested through direct observation.  Before testing, data was compiled as to the amount of clicks it should take to complete each given task.  That number was compared to field results for scoring.

Figure 3: Scoring Matrix (Observation) 
	Task #
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Minimum Clicks
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2



Calculating the Observed Score for Each Task:
· 5 points were awarded when minimum clicks matched observed clicks

· 1 point was deducted for each additional click per task

· maximum deduction of five points
The following table illustrates the calculations for determining scoring for each component of usability.

Figure 4: Scoring Components
	Usability Aspect
	Number Questions
	Total Possible per Question
	Total x Testers

	Learnability
	6
	5 points 
	30 x 3 = 90

	Error-Rate
	7 *
	5 points
	35 x 3 = 105

	Satisfaction
	13
	5 points
	65 x 3 = 195

	Total
	
	
	390 total points


* error-rate question total includes 2 questionnaire items and the 5 observed tasks

As some questions overlap in terms of what they assess (i.e. some questions assess more than one aspect of usability), certain questions or tasks were allocated to multiple categories.  This is true of questions 1, 2, 5, 7 and 9 on the questionnaire.  Considering that user satisfaction is the ultimate goal of usability, it was allocated the majority of points.  Ease of learnability and error-rate are, however, contributing factors of any site’s user satisfaction rate.  The following charts illustrate this dynamic:
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Data Analysis

The following table demonstrates the total points awarded for each category based on the results of the entire test group.  Please see the appendix for breakdown by question and individual user.  
Figure 5: Usability Rankings by Category
	Usability Factor
	Points Possible
	Points Earned

	Satisfaction
	195
	182

	Error-Rate
	105
	97

	Learnability
	90
	87

	Total
	390
	366


Looking at the results, it seems as though the site scored quite high in terms of usability.  According to our test and questionnaire completed by test users, the site scored nearly 94% of total points possible.  The strongest area rested in learnability, where the site scored 97% of points possible.  Satisfaction ranked next at 93%, error-rate a close third with 92%.
A. Detailed Analysis: Learnability
Our group found the site to be very well-designed.  A contributing factor to this is likely 
because it is designed for users around the world for which English may not be a first language.  Therefore, design is simple mostly relying upon a dropdown menu at the top each page.  All three users gave the menu the maximum 5-point rating for ease of use.  

Interactive Media within the site was also well-executed, according to our test group.  In reference to playing an audio clip, for the most part, the process went smoothly.  User 1 got a QuickTime alert when attempting to play the clip, but the other two users were able to play it without interruption.  

Through our task observation we did see a pattern in that each user completed the first task somewhat more slowly, while the last three tasks went quite quickly.  We attribute this to ease of learnability.  Once the user realized that the dropdown menu and tabs at the top of the page were the sole forms of navigation, tasks went substantially quicker.  The only exception being task 2, which naturally took a bit more time as the user needed to fill in fields in the registration process.  See Figure 6 for more information for timed tasks.  
Lastly, each user gave the site the maximum points possible for the question relating to memorability.  If they were to complete the certificate course over a period of time, they all felt they would be able to return to the site and easily pick up where they left off, remembering how to use the interface.  

B. Detailed Analysis: Error Rate
While error-rate scored least impressively of the three usability aspects we covered, we feel this is somewhat natural as each user was accessing the site for the first time.  Error was primarily tested via number of clicks taken to complete each task.  Figure 6 illustrates the results from our test group.

Figure 6: Time and Number of Clicks Per Task
	Task
	U1
	[image: image3.wmf]
	U2
	[image: image4.wmf]
	U3
	[image: image5.wmf]
	Min. Clicks

	From module 4.2 “The War in Kosovo,” access and play Mike Lekson’s audio clip.
	4
	15
	2
	35
	2
	37
	2

	Navigate to the certification exam and register to take the exam.
	5
	90
	2
	20
	2
	87
	2

	In the glossary, access the link under “analytical framework.”
	2
	10
	2
	20
	2
	11
	2

	Begin the case study on Tajikistan in Chapter 6.
	2
	5
	3
	17
	2
	24
	2

	In the resources page, navigate to the link for “Preventing Violent Conflicts: A Strategy for Preventative Diplomacy.”
	2
	10
	3
	17
	2
	12
	2


Note: Time is given in seconds
Note that, in general, our users completed each task with less clicks the further they got into the assessment.  Also note that in each case the time taken to complete each task went faster for the final three tasks.  User 1 was most indicative of our expectations, taking a few more clicks for the first couple tasks, less for the last two.  While User 2 did have an extra click for the last two tasks, she also recovered quickly, as her time to complete those tasks was half what her first task was.  

In relation to the questionnaire, our test users felt they were able to get back on track quickly after making a mistake.  They also felt that navigating the site went fairly smoothly.  In general, these sentiments matched our expectations, as the site’s simplicity of design seems tailored to completing the course at hand.  While the USIP is a large entity, the courses they create are separated from their more expansive website allowing the user to focus on the completion of coursework.  We found this to be a well thought out strategy, as including the USIP’s main website framework alongside the course may cause users to confuse the institute’s site content from the courseware content.  
C. Detailed Analysis: Satisfaction
In terms of user satisfaction, we relied primarily on the questionnaire provided after observed task testing.  Areas of greatest satisfaction were in using the glossary, which is an easy-to-use tab at the top of each page arranged in alphabetical order.  Layout also scored well.  Our users found the headings and content text to be clear, and the site as a whole to be relatively well-designed.  Each user gave the site the maximum amount of points possible, indicating their overall experience with the site as positive.
Areas of improvement in terms of satisfaction could include issues with the registration process and better use of graphics to help guide the eye.  While the users found the registration to be relatively simple, due to the organization’s international scope the dropdown menu for selecting a country was very, very expansive, listing hundreds of countries.  It was organized in alphabetical order, however.  Two of our users felt “neutral” about graphics helping to visually guide one to information.  This was a somewhat unexpected result, as we found the site to be visually intuitive.  The result may be different for a user actually going through the course, as he would be more likely to comb through content more thoroughly and not be “hunting and pecking” to access parts of an unfamiliar site, like our test users were.   

Summary and Recommendations 
In general, due to high scores by our test users, we found the site quite appropriate as is with little need for improvement.  
The registration page included certain fields with an asterisks as required, but also colored some input fields yellow and some white, with no apparent rule as to why the fields were colored as they were.  This made it a bit difficult for our users to decide which fields they actually needed to pay attention to, and which they could skip if so desired.  We’d suggesting keeping the background color for input field consistent, or only coloring required fields.  While the dropdown menu was a bit of a problem for users, any other recommendations may be more complicated than necessary to fix a problem that is not particularly serious.  While hunting for the appropriate country may be somewhat tedious, the only other option may be to include different dropdown menus by continent, or perhaps different dropdown menus for sections of the alphabet to facilitate ease-of-use.  

Developers may wish to reorganize the resources page making it alphabetical by title, as it doesn’t seem to be listed in any particular order at this time.  When the user accesses the page, he must now scroll through the page until he finds the appropriate book.  Perhaps having a thumbnail image of each book and title at the top of the page with target links to more information deeper in the page may also be helpful, as well.  

Lastly, the lowest scoring issue by our users had to do with the site’s use of graphics as a means of guiding the eye to important information.  For example, perhaps a more familiar audio symbol could be placed beneath the images of speakers, helping the user quickly identify the link as an audio clip.  An example follows:
Appendix: Test User Results by Question or Task
	Question 
	Detail
	U1
	U2
	U3
	Total
	S,E,L

	1 
	How easy was it to navigate using the drop-down menu?
	5
	5
	5
	15 x 2 (30)
	L, S

	2
	How easy was it to access and play an audio clip?
	5
	4
	5
	14 x 2 (28)
	L, S

	3
	How would you rate the registration process?
	4
	4
	5
	13
	S

	4
	Did you find the glossary to be simple to use?
	5
	5
	5
	15
	S

	5
	Was the dropdown menu at the top of each page a simple  navigation tool?
	5
	5
	5
	15 x 2 (30)
	L, S

	6
	Were the resources simple to find and access?
	4
	4
	5
	13
	S

	7
	You were able to navigate through the site with minimal difficulty.
	5
	4
	5
	14 x 2 (28)
	L, E

	8
	You found the site to be intuitive.
	5
	4
	5
	14
	L

	9
	You were able to get back on track after making a mistake without much trouble.
	4
	5
	5
	14 x 2 (28)
	S, E

	10
	Content text was easy to read.
	5
	5
	5
	15
	S

	11
	Headings were clearly defined.  You always knew what page you were on and never felt lost.
	5
	5
	5
	15
	S

	12
	If you were to take this certification course, you feel you could use this site easily and with little frustration.
	5
	4
	5
	14
	S

	13
	If you were to complete this course over a period of days or weeks, you feel you could easily remember how to use the site with each visit.
	5
	5
	5
	15
	L

	14
	Graphics helped guide my eye to access or interpret information on the site.
	3
	3
	5
	11
	S

	15
	You found the site visually well-designed.
	4
	4
	5
	13
	S

	16
	Your overall experience with the site was positive. 
	5
	5
	5
	15
	S

	Task
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	From module 4.2 “The War in Kosovo,” access and play Mike Lekson’s audio clip.
	4
	5
	5
	14
	E

	2
	Navigate to the certification exam and register to take the exam.
	2
	5
	5
	12
	E

	3
	In the glossary, access the link under “analytical framework.”
	5
	5
	5
	15
	E

	4
	Begin the case study on Tajikistan in Chapter 6.
	5
	4
	5
	14
	E

	5
	In the resources page, navigate to the link for “Preventing Violent Conflicts: A Strategy for Preventative Diplomacy.”
	5
	4
	5
	14
	E

	Grand Total
	Total Points Possible =  21 items + 5 double weighted  items (26) x 15=  390
	
	
	
	366
	


Figure 7: Audio Graphics Suggestion








