
Discuss other usability testing methods. 
  
Like many others, I use “usability testing” as shorthand for one particular method, 
namely, user testing. In fact, usability testing encompasses a number of different 
techniques. You can read more about these in the literature, but some other methods 
include heuristic evaluations, cognitive walkthroughs, paper prototyping, cardsorting 
tests, focus groups, and surveys. 
  
Any quantitative aspects to this? If not, how do you set benchmarks? 
  
I will moderate what I said at the preconference. Of course, quantitative data can be 
useful as benchmarks. While we prefer the qualitative information at UC Berkeley, you 
might find the quantitative measures useful for your institutions. Again, the literature is a 
good source of information, but some examples include success rates, average time to 
complete each task, and average number of clicks to complete each task. 
  
However, due to variability across users, you need to test with more users for the 
quantitative measures to be valid. Coincidentally, Jakob Nielsen’s latest Alertbox 
addresses this very issue ( http://www.useit.com/alertbox/quantitative_testing.html). My 
preconference statements are supported by Nielsen’s conclusions: “Luckily, you don’t 
have to measure usability to improve it. Usually, it’s enough to test with a handful of 
users and revise the design in the direction indicated by a qualitative analysis of their 
behavior.” 
  
Any tips for the recorder, especially if the session is going quickly? 
  
Though others might disagree with me, since generally recorders should not interact with 
participants, I think that you can ask participants to repeat comments or actions if 
necessary. Also, it is a good idea to choose recorders who are meticulous notetakers. 
  
How do you balance the needs of faculty, graduate students, and undergraduates 
(especially with the emphasis on undergraduate education)? 
  
This is a complex problem, with many possible approaches. You can design your website 
for less experienced users, but provide shortcuts for your more experienced users. As 
Peggy mentioned during the open forum, you can design different “views” of your 
website for different audiences. Currently, the UC Libraries and the California Digital 
Library (CDL) are investigating the use of metasearch services to create audience-
specific or discipline-specific portals. But I think we are all still looking for solutions. 
  
What do you think of subject guides? 
  
Subject guides can be useful if they are limited in scope. Again, who is the target 
audience for your subject guide? I think that librarians have a tendency to be 
comprehensive, but this can be overwhelming for the user. In general, I think that subject 
guides should be used to create a more manageable information space for the user, an 
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introduction to the core resources in a subject area. The University of Washington 
Libraries present a good model: http://www.lib.washington.edu/subject/. 
  
What do you do when you offer a frustrated participant the opportunity to abandon 
a task? Do you continue with the other tasks? 
  
As I said at the preconference, you can continue with the other tasks if the participant is 
willing. However, based on comments I received, I’m afraid that I might have implied 
that you could not include the results from the abandoned task in your analysis. While it 
will not count toward your measure of average time, you should still include the results in 
your qualitative analysis. You can gather a lot of useful information from the 
participant’s frustration, not least of which is the fact that the participant could not 
complete the task using your website. 
  
Is there a source for terminology that library users understand? 
  
My colleague, John Kupersmith, has developed “a clearinghouse of usability test data 
evaluating terminology on library websites.” His website summarizes the data, the best 
practices, and the test methods. “Library Terms That Users Understand” can be found at 
http://www.jkup.net/terms.html. 
  
What do you mean when you say, “vary the style of your tasks”? 
  
Again, based on comments I received, I fear there may have been some confusion. When 
developing your testing instrument, you should vary the style from task to task. But, in 
the testing, your presentation of the tasks should not vary from participant to participant. 
Each participant should be presented with the same series of tasks in the same way. 
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