NC Health Info Usability Test Plan, Spring 2003

Friday, May 30, 2003

Goal

The main purpose of testing at this time is to obtain an unbiased evaluation of the usability of NC Health Info. This testing will evaluate the overall usability of NC Health Info, as well as, the usability of certain functions or aspects of particular concern, some of which were modified since usability testing in the Fall 2002. 

To avoid bias, the study has been designed in conjunction with an independent usability professional, Beth Fowler (CHAI Core, Department of Nutrition, School of Public Health, UNC-Chapel Hill), who will facilitate the testing sessions and perform the analyses. NC Health Info staff will be involved in recruiting participants.
Participants

Participants should, as much as possible, represent average NC Health Info users. This study will not use health care professionals as participants, but will focus on the general public since this latter group comprises the largest group of users. It is presumed that if people with little medical knowledge can easily locate appropriate resources on NC Health Info, trained medical professionals should also be able to find such information there. In addition, the study will exclude participants who work in IT design, development or usability, as they would have greater domain expertise than would the average user. 

Since NC Health Info is in English and the study will be conducted in English, it is also a requirement that participants understand and be able to communicate their thoughts in English. Any persons who feel unable to do so would be excluded from participation.
Only persons who have a minimum of three months experience using the Web will be selected. However, a broad range of computer skills and Internet experience will, ideally, be represented among the entire group of participants in order to capture the diversity of these abilities in the general public.

As much as possible, the participant group will include a demographic mix similar to that of the user population. Both men and women will be recruited. Also a variety in terms of other factors, such as age and racial background, is desired.

The population of North Carolina is somewhat evenly divided between urban and rural settings. Since location is an important piece of information when seeking health care services, and because the availability of such services can vary widely depending on location, participants from both urban and rural settings should be included.

In general, any participant who represents some extremity of the user population will not be included unless many average users are included to avoid skewing results. 

Participants will be recruited on location each day of testing. A total of twelve participants will be used, six from each location.

Potential participants will be screened using the Pre-test Questionnaire (Appendix A) to determine they meet the basic criteria above, and to ensure a good demographic mix is achieved.

All participants agreeing to participate in the study will complete the consent form called Research Study Fact Sheet (Appendix B).

Testing Locations

Two testing locations will be used. One is the main branch of the Durham County Public Library in downtown Durham, North Carolina. The second is the Women’s Health Information Center in the UNC Women’s Hospital in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. At each place, a private area with a computer will serve as the testing space.

Methods

Traditional usability testing methods will be employed including think-aloud protocols and videotaping of participants. These individuals will be given five structured tasks and one open-ended task and asked to use NC Health Info to locate pertinent resources or information. The tasks were selected to represent common uses of NC Health Info and to allow for analysis of potential problem areas of the site. Each participant will be tested independently. 
Before beginning the test, the facilitator will read the Introduction Script (Appendix C) to familiarize the participant with the study and protocols.

Tasks

The facilitator will then begin by giving the participant one task at a time. In addition to reading the task aloud, the facilitator will also provide the participant with a printed version of the task, to which she may refer during the task. The participant will then begin the task, finishing when she feels she has found what she is looking for, or whenever she chooses to stop. A list of the tasks and their objectives are included (Appendix D).

The usability of a number of specific aspects or features of the site is of concern and will be addressed by the test. These are listed in Appendix E. After each item, the task (or tasks) that will provide an answer is listed.

Once all tasks have been completed, the facilitator will ask the participant a few Debriefing Interview Questions (Appendix F). These are intended to gather overall feedback from the participants.

Analysis

Beth Fowler will transcribe the videotapes and analyze the sessions to identify any significant usability problems, answer the specific questions of NC Health Info staff (Appendix E), and provide suggestions for how the site can be improved. Common themes will be extracted from the qualitative data. No quantitative measures are planned.

Additional Observations

These following features, while not directly included in any test tasks, are of some concern to NC Health Info staff. In analyzing the test data, any noteworthy interactions with these features will be reported.

· The Related Topics list on the left of some Resources.cfm pages.
· The Page Contents list on the left of all Resources.cfm pages.
· The Change Search list on the left of all Resources.cfm pages.
· The Related Statewide Web Sites section toward the bottom of all Resources.cfm pages.
· The navigation links at the top and bottom of all pages ("About", "Site Map", "Directories", etc.)
 Appendix A: Pre-Test Questionnaire


The study recruiter will ask potential participants the following questions to ascertain whether or not they are eligible for participation and to gather basic information about them.

1. How long would you say have you been using the Internet?

(if at least 3 months, continue)

2. Are you comfortable reading and speaking in English?

(if yes, continue)

3. Which of the following age brackets are you in?

15-18 

19-30 

31-45 

46-60 

Over 60

(if over 18, continue)
4. Are you employed in the field of health care or information technology?

(if no, continue)

5. Where do you live?

6. Gender:

Male

Female

7. How would you describe your ethnic background:

Hispanic or Latino

Not Hispanic or Latino

8. How would you describe your racial background:

African-American or Black

Asian

Native American

White

Other

9. By what name may we refer to you today?

Appendix B

RESEARCH STUDY FACT SHEET

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

NC Health Info Usability Study

Welcome!  Thank you for agreeing to participate in this usability study. 

What is the purpose?

The purpose of this usability study is to evaluate NC Health Info, a website designed to provide people in North Carolina with information on local health resources over the World Wide Web. We want to identify ways in which the website can be improved for users.  To do this, we will ask for your opinions and observe as you search for information on the website.

Why have you been asked to take part in this study?
You have been asked to be in this study because you are a user of the Durham Public Library or are visiting the UNC Women’s Hospital.

What will be done in the study?
You will be asked to search for information on several different health topics while talking out loud.  This will help us to understand what you’re thinking while you use the website and how well it works in helping people find the health information they want. The whole process takes about one hour.  The session will be videotaped in order to have a record of what you have said. 

Are there any risks?

There are no known risks to participating.

Are there any costs?

There is no cost to participate.

What are the benefits?
You will receive a small gift for participating.  In addition, you may benefit by learning more about how to find NC-specific health information.  You will also help us to design a better health website.

<TURN OVER>

What if you do not want to participate in the study?
You do not have to participate unless you want to.  There will be no penalty for refusing to be part of the study. You may stop participating at any time.

Confidentiality:

No subjects will be identified in any report or publication about this study. Although every effort will be made to keep research records private, there may be times when federal or state law requires the disclosure of such records, including personal information.  This is very unlikely, but if disclosure is ever required, UNC-Chapel Hill will take all steps allowable by law to protect the privacy of personal information.

The only identifying personal information we will be collecting from you during this study are your name, a few demographic details and your image on video. During the study you will be addressed by your name, but in all data analysis and reporting you will be referred to by an identification number or alias name. As noted above, the videotapes will be viewed only by researchers involved in the study, and will be erased once all data have been analyzed. 

The National Library of Medicine is sponsoring this project. Therefore, certain members of that Federal government organization may review all records and videotapes.

Who can you contact to answer questions about the study?
If you have any questions, you may call (collect) Brian Hilligoss at the University of North Carolina at (919)966-1416, or his supervisor Diana McDuffee at (919) 966-0963.

This project is funded by the National Library of Medicine and  has been reviewed and approved by the Committee on the Protection of the Rights of Human Subjects (Medical IRB) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Chairman of the Committee at (919) 966-1344. 

__    I have read the above informed consent information and agree to these conditions and to having my session videotaped.

Signature ____________________________

Date ___________

Printed Name _________________________

Appendix C: Introduction Script

(This is to be read to the participants before the testing begins.)

NC Health Info is a website designed to help people find health resources in communities across North Carolina.  You’re here today to help us learn how we can make the website as useful as possible by sharing your opinions and allowing us to watch you use the site.

You will be given a series of six short tasks in which you will use the website to search for information on health resources and services.  We’d like you to comment on how well the site helps you complete these tasks and your overall impression of the site.   Please think out loud as you work through each task, especially as you scan pages and before you click through links.  This will help us understand your assumptions and thinking as you explore the pages.  I will ask questions as we go along, but mostly I will be watching your actions and listening to you explain what you’re thinking.  Even though I may not be able to answer your questions during the test, please ask them anyway.  That way we can understand where you are having difficulty or if things are not clear. 

Remember, this is not an evaluation of your performance, but of the website itself and its ability to help you find information you need.  You’re here so we can learn from you.  Talk freely and honestly.  There are no right or wrong answers, and your opinion is very important to us. Thanks again for your participation.

Do you have any questions before we begin?

Appendix D: Tasks

The participant will be presented with the question, but will not be told either the name or the objective of the task. The order of the tasks will vary by participant.

Homepage Evaluation

Before you begin the tasks, I’d like for you to take just a moment to look at this first page, and then tell me what are your immediate impressions.  I ‘d especially  like for you to tell me what type of information you assume might be behind the links you see here, and what you think you can do from this starting point.

Objective: This task will identify how well the home page communicates the content of the site.

Colors and Graphics

Before you go on to the next task, could I ask you to give me your opinion of the screen layout, the colors, and the graphics?

Objective: This task will identify how participants’ reactions to the aesthetic aspects of the site. It will be asked between the third and fourth tasks.

Task One: Search for health topic with see-reference

Imagine that you are searching for health care for yourself or a family member. Show me how you would use NC Health Info to learn more about [health topic].

Health topics:

Gallstones (see reference for Digestive Disorders (General))

Chickenpox (see reference for Infections (General))

Acid reflux (see reference for Digestive Disorders (General))

Objective: This task will identify how users would approach a search task when using a term that is not listed in the Quick Start topic list.  The three options would be divided among the twelve participants.

Task Two: Locate a general practitioner

Suppose you or someone you know needs a general checkup.  Using NC Health Info, how would you go about finding a doctor?

Objective: This task is designed to see how users interpret the general practitioner (family doctor/family physician) term when searching for a primary care physician.

Task Three: Look for a Nursing Home

Show me how you would use NC Health Info to search for a nursing home.

Objective: This task presents the user with a search topic for which there is a local term (“Nursing Home Facilities”) and a health topic (“Nursing Homes and Related Topics”) that are very similar and file alphabetically one after the other. This task will demonstrate whether or not users experience any confusion between two similarly worded terms and if further differentiation between the two terms is required.
Task Four: Search for information on a specific disease or health condition

(Half of the participants will be given question “a” and the other half question “b”.)

a) For this task, imagine that the child of a friend or family member has begun to have trouble breathing after strenuous exercise. Use NC Health Info to search for information on how to recognize asthma in children.

b) Your doctor has said that your blood pressure is a little too high.  You’d like to see if there are ways, besides medication, that you can lower your blood pressure.
Objective: This task has participants search for information on a disease or health condition to see if they can locate the appropriate information using MEDLINEplus. 

Task Five: User-Defined Health Topic (Open-ended task)
Think of a time when you or someone you know had a health problem or concern.  Describe the situation and then use NC Health Info to find information or resources that would have been useful to you in that situation.

Objective: This is an open-ended task that allows users to formulate a health-related need based on their actual experience. It is important that users describe the situation before starting the task, so we know if their search results match their need.

Task Six: Look for specific information on a resource website.

(One third of the participants will perform task “a”, one third will perform task “b” and the final third will perform task “c”.)

In this task you’ll be searching for specific information about services available from a resource that NC Health Info links to.

a) When does the Getting Your Bearings cancer support group meet at the Cornucopia House Cancer Center in Durham?

Possible Paths: via “support groups” or “cancer” 

Answer: 2nd and 4th Wednesdays from 7-9 pm

b) Do the radiologists at Johnston Memorial Hospital in Johnston County perform MRIs?

Possible Paths:  via “radiologists” or “hospitals”

Answer is Yes

c) Does the Birth Center at Carteret General Hospital in Carteret county allow mothers to room with their infants up to 24 hours a day?

Possible Paths:  via “birth centers” or “hospitals”

Answer is Yes.

Objective: This task will discover how easily users can find specific information on an external resource website on which the target page is one click beyond the page to which NC Health Info links. To account for differences in the individual website design and navigation, we will offer three options for this task, divided among the twelve participants. The purpose of this task is not to test navigation on NC Health Info, but to test one aspect of NC Health Info’s deep linking practice. Thus, tasks are designed to provide all of the information to direct the user to the target resources page on NC Health Info. It is the ease with which users can make the next step—finding the target page on an external resource when NC Health Info links to a page one level above the target page—that is of concern.

Appendix E: Specific Questions to be Addressed

The usability of a number of specific aspects or features of the site is of concern and will be addressed by the test. These are listed in no particular order. After each item, the task (or tasks) that will provide an answer is listed. The tasks may be found in Appendix D.

1) Locations. Are the current location options adequate? That is, are counties and the forty cities included on the site sufficient to enable users to locate relevant resources? Or, do users experience problems as a result of the location options offered such that staff would be well advised to investigate the inclusion of other location options.
     ( Observable in most tasks.

2) Traffic to MEDLINEplus. Are the links to MEDLINEplus, located on the home page and various NC Health Info resources pages, appropriate for and in line with the needs of users seeking health information?
     ( Task four.


3) Search function. How well can users locate relevant resources without a search function? Are there significant problems with the current means of finding resources on NC Health Info (e.g., the quick start function, the topics and locations pages)? Given the many difficulties associated with search engines, is the inclusion of such a feature warranted, or can current means be sufficiently improved to adequately handle the needs of most users?
     ( Observable in most tasks.owHo


4) Similar terminology. Are significant problems caused by similarities between health services terms and health topics (The best example of this is: “Nursing Home Facilities” and “Nursing Homes And Related Topics”)? If so, is there any indication what might be a remedy for these problems?
     ( Task three.


5) Deep linking. Can participants find the information needed from the resources themselves? Does NC Health Info link deeply enough into the resources to which it points? It is important that, in completing tasks, users be encouraged to find the needed information on the resources themselves.
     ( Task six.


6) Quick Start. Do users try to use the quick start as a search box? Are the default messages clear? 
     ( Observable in most tasks.


7) Quick Start vs. Topics Lists. Are participants any more successful finding resources when using one or the other? Should either function be changed? (In the previous test, we let users decide on their own which navigation method to use and found a good mix. It may not be necessary to prescribe either method.)
     ( Observable in most tasks. (Task one may provide interesting information.)


8) Finding Health Information. When last tested, the single biggest problem participants had with NC Health Info was locating health information—the information provided by MEDLINEplus. Participants were much more successful at finding health services or providers. The design of the NC Health Info user interface was modified in a number of places in an attempt to make it easier for users looking for health information to find it. Is this still a difficulty for users?
     ( Task four.


9) Terminology/See References. To improve access to resources, staff added many see references for health topics to the various lists on NC Health Info following the last usability test. In that test, when participants could not find the initial term sought, they usually thought of an additional related or broader term. Also, when they failed to find the term sought in the quick start, they often checked the topics page. Do participants still exhibit this behavior? Are they successful at finding the terms they are seeking, either as topics or as see references?
     ( Task one.


10) Resource Information. Is the information regarding resources (name, publisher, url, phone, description, when present) and other cues on the page sufficient to help users choose appropriate resources to explore?
     ( Observable in most tasks.


11) New Window. Do participants experience any significant problems as a result of the new window that pops up when they click on an external link on NC Health Info, such as for resources? (After usability testing in the Fall of 2002, the size and placement of the new window were modified to address usability problems.)
     ( Observable in most tasks.


12) General Practitioners. To better align our terminology with that of users, we changed the term for general practitioners from “Physicians” to “Family Physicians”. Since these doctors are a very important first point of care for patients, we assume that locating them on NC Health Info should be very easy. When seeking such a doctor, can users easily find the appropriate listings on NC Health Info?
     ( Task two.


13) Non-comprehensive. Do users grasp that NC Health Info (for the most part) only lists web sites? Do they recognize that it is not comprehensive? Is there something more to be done to communicate this reality?
     ( Observable in most tasks.


Appendix F: Debriefing Interview Questions

These questions will be asked of each participant once all test tasks have been completed:

· What are your impressions of the colors and graphics used on NC Health Info?

· Overall, what is your impression of the NC Health Info website from your use of it today?

· What did you like most about NC Health Info?

· In your opinion, what is the biggest problem with NC Health Info?

· What could be done to make NC Health Info easier to use?

· On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 5 being ‘completely satisfied’, how satisfied are you with NC Health Info, and why?
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