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Approach to Usability

� Summative Evaluation is Inappropriate
� The project is evolving, resources are growing
� Changing expectations in the light of what is 

available, possible – and what people have seen 
elsewhere

� High Speed, Low Cost, Formative Evaluation
� Try to continually inform redesign

Integrating ongoing iterative 
evaluation and design

� Try to have a tighter fit 
� We need to inform design

� Practical, affordable design recommendations

� Streams of changes to be integrated as opportunities arise 
in the ongoing development work

� Main person (Groetsch) working in the same place 
as the rest of the team

� A series of minor informing events, as well as the 
more substantial activities reported here
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� IMLS DCC interface has been evaluated and user-tested 
throughout the development of the site.

� Qualitative analysis of behavior of small, representative 
sample of certain classes of users.

� Quickly catch flaws and enable continual improvement of a 
work in progress.

� Caveat: appearance of a disproportionate focus on interface 
failures, not successes.

� Many previously identified issues have been addressed in 
iterative revisions to the interface.

� The following is an indicative selection of some of the 
usability work undertaken, not a digest of a single monolithic 
experiment.

Usability Testing: Overview

IMLS Digital Collections and Content Project
http://imlsdcc.grainger.uiuc.edu/

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

� Test assumptions of the IMLS/NISO Framework of Guidance For Building 
Good Digital Collections.

� Enhance visibility & utility of digital collections & content funded by IMLS 
National Leadership Grants.

� Research & experiment with interoperability, OAI-PMH.
� Collection identity, metadata normalization & enrichment for specific 

audiences, portal interface & functional design

� Collaborative effort of UIUC Library & Library School

� Period of Performance: Oct. 2002 – Sept. 2007

A collection registry & item-level metadata repository hosted by 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign:

IMLS Digital Collections and Content Project
http://imlsdcc.grainger.uiuc.edu/
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� Collection Registry:

� 158 IMLS NLG projects represented, incl. 108 NLG primary collection 
records, 40 sub-collection records, 29 associated collections and 61 physical 
collections.

� Objects represented in collections include images, text, digital surrogates of 
physical objects, sound, interactive resources, moving images and datasets

� Metadata Repository

� 30 collections represented

� 35 OAI-PMH repositories harvested

� ~250,000 item-level metadata records indexed

IMLS DCC: Site Components

Two aspects of site:

� Made public Feb. 2005

� User testing February-
March, 2005.

� Design Challenge: 
What Is a Collection 
Registry?

IMLS DCC: Collections Registry

� Launched early 2006

� User testing Summer, 
2006.

� Design Challenge: 
Integrating collection 
registry with item-level 
searching, with 
minimum confusion.

IMLS DCC: Metadata Repository

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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� Users unsure of distinction between items and collections. 

� Did not fully communicate the scope of the contents of the site, the 
richness of the resources available behind the somewhat sterile 
front page.

� Poor presentation of item-level search results:

� Metadata values presented in illogical order: 
Collection, Identifier, Title (not linked), Creator, Subject

� Significant visual noise, making identifying relevant individual results 
difficult.

� No way to modify search terms on search results page.

Metadata Repository: Usability Issues

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this  picture.

Live vs. Test Interfaces: Query

Live vs. Test Interfaces: Results

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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� IMLS DCC interface has been evaluated and user-tested throughout 
the development of the site.

� Qualitative analysis of behavior of small, representative sample of 
certain classes of users.

� Formative evaluation, providing feedback to ongoing system design.

� Quickly catch flaws and enable continual improvement of a work in 
progress.

� Caveat: appearance of a disproportionate focus on interface failures, 
not successes.

� Many previously identified issues have been addressed in iterative 
revisions to the interface.

Usability Testing: Overview

� University High Teachers, University of Illinois Reference Librarians 
and History, Philosophy and Newspaper Librarians.

� Comparatively sophisticated users. Some successes may be result of 
their skill and experience. However, problems for them are likely to be 
significant obstacles for less proficient users.

� Tested Metadata repository: focus on cross-collection search, item-
level search results and linking. 

� Evaluating user behavior when strong collection focus is combined with 
cross-collection searching.

� Success in communicating contents, scope and features of site.

Usability Testing: Who, what and why

1. "You are preparing a presentation on Utopian communities in the 
Midwest and New Harmony, Indiana in particular. You would like to 
include images of buildings from New Harmony, and particularly 
buildings that are associated with Robert Owen or his family.”

2. "You are preparing a presentation on the American Civil War (1861-
1865). You would like to include images that depict general scenes of 
the war. Find at least two images such as portraits of generals, battle 
scenes, etc., that depict aspects of the American Civil War.”

3. "Think of a topic that you've recently researched. Perhaps you need to 
learn more about a topic for a research paper or article, or perhaps 
you're looking for particular images to include in a presentation.”

4. Follow-up walkthrough and review.

Usability Testing: Testing Questions
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Usability Testing:Collection-Centric Searching

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Usability Testing:Collection-Centric Searching

Usability Testing:Collection-Centric Searching
"You are preparing a presentation on the American Civil War (1861-1865). You 
would like to include images that depict general scenes of the war. Find at least 
two images such as portraits of generals, battle scenes, etc., that depict aspects 
of the American Civil War.”
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Usability Testing:Collection-Centric Searching

Tradeoffs:

� Presenting collection titles and descriptions on the default page effectively 
communicates the meaning and scope of the site and the richness of its 
content.

� However… users are less likely to chose a more useful collection browse facet 
(subject, object, place). 

Implications:

� A collection selected based on title and description may not be the most 
relevant collection. Conversely, users may not select relevant collections 
because of misleading and vague title/descriptions. 

Improvements:

� Better titles and descriptions.

� Present additional metadata with title and description (subjects, years of 
coverage).

Usability Testing: Relevant Collections

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Frequently invisible to user due to “Google Effect”

Usability Testing: Relevant Collections

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

QuickT ime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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Usability Testing: Relevant Collections

Some users thought it summarized the center column of search 
results, e.g., results contained n number of items from Collection A, 
and n number of results from Collection B.

Usability Testing: Relevant Collections

Even when introduced to concept of collection match, remained skeptical 
because of large numbers of matches.

Election turnout  analogy: 20% is low, 65% is pretty good and 99% is impossible.

Usability Testing: Metadata Quality

Search: new harmony buildings. Returned 3 items. “Buildings” in subject field
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Usability Testing: Metadata Quality

Search: new harmony indiana. Returned 40 items, 16 of buildings.

Usability Testing: Metadata Quality
"You are preparing a presentation on Utopian communities in the 
Midwest and New Harmony, Indiana in particular. You would like to 
include images of buildings from New Harmony, and particularly 
buildings that are associated with Robert Owen or his family.”

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Usability Testing: Metadata Quality
"You are preparing a presentation on Utopian communities in the 
Midwest and New Harmony, Indiana in particular. You would like to 
include images of buildings from New Harmony, and particularly 
buildings that are associated with Robert Owen or his family.”



10

Usability Testing: Metadata Quality
"You are preparing a presentation on Utopian communities in the 
Midwest and New Harmony, Indiana in particular. You would like to 
include images of buildings from New Harmony, and particularly 
buildings that are associated with Robert Owen or his family.”

Usability Testing: Performance

Several users encountered timeout errors when conducting searches:

Usability Testing: Performance/Competitors

� Bailout low because of supervised testing situation.

� Uses confirmed bailout would have been higher in unsupervised testing, or --
for reference librarians -- when working with a  patron.

� When asked to cite alternate resource, users mentioned:

� Google Images: http://images.google.com/

� Library of Congress American Memory: 
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html

� Subject-specific sites.

� Textbook publishers’ supplemental web sites.



11

General Observations

� Feedback during searches:
� Many commented on the length of time searches took to process.
� Reference librarians particularly sensitive to this issue -- cited patron’s presence.
� Several users expressed interest in search status, or some sort of feedback.

� Reference librarians default to Boolean search constructions
� Test interface lacked advanced search interface, no controlled searching. 
� Some users expressed preference for limiting searches by type
� Test interface provided no clues to valid search constructions, no feedback.

� Some users, when viewing full collection metadata records, wanted to click 
on subject headings to view items in collection with matching subject 
headings.

� Surprised to find themselves viewing list of collections with matching subject 
headings instead.

� Thought was browsing a collection by subject, not collections by subject.

� Generally happy with front page, search results page. 
� Had all the tools to accomplish their tasks with minimal confusion.

� Generally understood “Search all resources” as all-item cross-collection 
search.


