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Executive Summary

This document reports on a series of user consultation exercises conducted in June/July 2003 for BIOME. The objectives of the sessions were twofold: firstly, to gain an understanding of usability issues which exist on the current Web site - the data gathered can be used by BIOME to inform a proposed Web site redesign in light of the portal features due to be introduced as a result of the Subject Portals Project; secondly, to gather participant feedback regarding portal features, called portlets, which may be incorporated into the BIOME Web site in the near future. This data should help BIOME to understand user feedback of each portlet as well as any user acceptance issues. The portlets described and discussed in the focus groups are being developed by the Subject Portals Project (SPP) <http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/>.

Four groups of users were asked to complete tasks using the current BIOME Web site: students, researchers, lecturers and librarians. The resulting data was sufficient to meet the project objective of identifying usability issues from both a functionality and interface perspective.

Awareness of BIOME among participants was low with roughly under half of the participants had no familiarity with the service, others’ experiences of BIOME were that they had been unimpressed and the majority had not made return visits to the site. 

The usability testing section suggests changes to help address current Web site usability issues identified within five main areas; homepage evaluation, search, search results, browse, navigation and interface. In the focus group section each portlet is examined for recurrent themes that have been identified upon review of participant feedback. Ratings of each portlet are also presented along with analysis of comments with recommendations for improvement. 

Analysis of the collected usability test data reveals that the current Web site offers an important and unique catalogue of evaluated Internet resources. Much of the content is rated of a high value although other feedback includes the need for more resources to be added to the catalogue to further enhance its usefulness. The analysis has also highlighted that there are usability issues with simple search, browasble headings, advanced search options and search results display.  Participants suggested that the service would benefit from a major promotional and marketing campaign to raise awareness but only once the number of records were increased.

Analysis of the focus group sessions indicated an interest and curiosity in a portal but also a concern about the implementation of portlets within the BIOME Web site. The portlets that received the most enthusiastic response were cross-search and events listings. The least favoured were newsfeeds and user profile. Overall, users were more interested in seeing the service increase the number of records in the catalogue, noting the value of an evaluated resources database.

1. Summary of Recommendations

Main recommendations from the user testing and focus group observations are outlined below - more detail is given in the Final Recommendations section and within the detailed observations section in Appendix A. 

1. Homepage redesign – the homepage of BIOME and the gateways could benefit from a redesign

· The purpose of Web site is ill defined. 

· The simple search area could be made more prominent. 

· The navigation bar might be redesigned. 
· Standard information and links could be included in the footer. 

· As a short-term solution, each gateway should be visually distinct from each other and BIOME. But, the longer-term recommendation is to unify the database similar to SOSIG, EEVL and HUMBUL.

2. Advanced search redesign – we suggest that more functionality could be added, such as sorting by date entered into the BIOME database, relevance, alphabetically and resource type.

3. Search results – added functionality could include the ability to sort and search within search results. Keyword links are currently confusing to users and should be explicitly explained in the interface design.

4. Failed searches - the screen presented when there are no matches for a search should be updated. 

5. Browse – the organisational structure of the browsable headings should be made consistent between the gateways.

6. Rebrand BIOME – rebranding BIOME as a single entity would be a great improvement to usability and search effectiveness. We suggest that the six gateways be combined to create an interface similar to SOSIG or EEVL. It is more useful and efficient for users to search the entire database and not just 1/6 of the database when searching within a subject gateway.

7. Promotion – once BIOME has been redesigned promotion of the service to lecturers, librarians, researchers and students should be considered.
8. Catalogue – continue to improve and develop the catalogue, as this is highly valued by users. 
9. Search preferences – create search preferences that allow users to set the following: open new window, truncation setting on/off.

10. Portal – offering a portal to users should provide them with useful tools that enhance their specific research interests.
11. Portal Community – user feedback suggests that a discussion board portlet would encourage community interaction and information exchange and should be considered.

12. Portal Information Streams – consultation with lecturers and researchers would help to identify the types of news and information that are of value to BIOME users and that could be made available to them. 

13. Portal Information Overload – the portal’s interface should discourage information anxiety. This can be achieved by limiting the amount of information on the portal homepage.

2. Methodology

The ILRT and BIOME met with participants to evaluate the usability of five of the six BIOME gateways. Data was collected from 25 participants. Five sessions with between 4-6 participants in each were conducted over a 6-week period. In each session we meet with the four main user groups of the BIOME Web site: students, lecturers, researchers and librarians. 

Each session was divided into two parts. In the first session a usability test was conducted using the current BIOME Web site. Fourteen key tasks were given to participants to complete and each was assigned an observer. In the focus group session we presented the same participants with a description of portal features, called portlets, which may become available on the BIOME Web site in the near future. Each portlet’s functionality was described and a screenshot of each was presented. 

The five user testing and focus group sessions covered the following gateways:

	SUBJECT GATEWAY
	DATE & LOCATION

	Agriculture and Forestry (AGRIFOR)
	26 June, University of Oxford

	Nursing, Midwifery and the Allied health Professions (NMAP)
	03 July, University of Sheffield

	Organising Medical Networked Information (OMNI)
	14 July, University of Nottingham

	Biological and BIOMEdical sciences (BIORES)
	14 July, University of Nottingham

	Natural Selection (NATURAL)
	16 July, Natural History Museum London


Animal Health (VETGATE) was not included in the sessions. The range of participants included novice and experienced users of the BIOME Web site.

2.1 Usability Testing

Before undertaking the usability testing sessions the ILRT consulted with BIOME to identify specific tasks to test across the subject gateways. BIOME identified and invited suitable participants and observers, and arranged locations for each test session. During the session one observer was assigned to each participant. Observers took notes of participant comments as they completed each task. This is known as the ‘think aloud’ protocol and is a commonly used testing method. 

The sessions ran for approximately one hour using the following format:

· 10 minute ‘get it’ exercise – users were asked to look at the homepage of BIOME and the gateway and give first impressions on visual design, information structure, etc.

· 20-30 minute key tasks exercise – participants were asked to complete up to 14 tasks and comment on their experiences using the ‘think aloud’ protocol. Key tasks given to participants are available in Appendix B. 

· 10-15 minute group discussion – participants discussed their experiences and offered suggestions and ideas.
2.2 Focus Group

The focus group session took place immediately after the usability test using the same participants. Five under development and two potential portlets were described in terms of their functionality and a screenshot of each was shown. We also asked participants to comment on their perceptions of the BIOME brand.

The sessions ran for approximately one hour using the following format:

· We presented the 5 main portlets under development by the SPP

· User Profiling

· Cross searching

· Events Listings

· Newsfeeds

· Email Alerts

· We presented 2 portlets that may be developed in the future 

· E-journal search  

· E-print archives

· Feedback regarding BIOME brand was sought from participants
3. Usability Test Results

This section provides an overview of the results of the user tests undertaken on BIOME – more detailed participant comments and recommendations are available in Appendix C. The following were tested:

· Homepage

· Search

· Advanced Search

· Search Results

· Browse

· Navigation and Interface

For each we have provided a summary of findings and short- and long-term recommendations for change. Short-term recommendations are design-based and can be implemented with the least amount of effort whereas long-term recommendations may require more effort and may take weeks or months to complete depending on its complexity.

3.1 Homepage

This information was taken from the ‘get it’ exercise in which participants evaluated the homepage of BIOME and the gateway in terms of their initial perceptions of what the service offers and other first impressions. 

3.1.1 Summary of findings

There were two strands that came out of talking to users. The first was to make each gateway homepage visual distinct from the BIOME hompage. Many participants felt that it was visually unclear as to whether they were located on the BIOME homepage or the gateway homepage. Many said that there was a need for the gateway homepage to look slightly different than the BIOME homepage. This could be done by creating a clearer header in each section and making the colour or design more distinct within each subject gateway.  

The second strand was to combine the gateways by developing a unified interface similar to the SOSIG or EEVL RDN hubs. Our final recommendation is to merge the 6 gateways into one unified interface. A unified interface and database access will increase search efficiency allowing users to search the entire database and not 1/6 of the database if searching within a subject gateway.
It was noted that the search box could be more prominent. This could be accomplished by removing much of the text surrounding the search box. Participants also suggested that the value of ‘evaluated Internet resources’ should be made more explicit. They also suggested that the ancillary links to RDN and ‘BIOME hosted services’ were confusing and should be removed - the links could be relocated into the ‘About’ section. Alternatively the images could be reduced in size and placed in the footer area.

The navigation bar could also be revised to include only ‘About’, ‘Submit’, ‘Training’ and ‘Sitemap’ items. Participants said that they prefer browse categories to be available directly from the homepage. The search navigation bar item replicates the advanced search link that appears to the right of the search box and can be removed from the navigation bar. The ‘what’s new’ content should also be available from the hompage. Doing this would reduce the number of items in the navigation bar to four allowing users quick access to tasks-based items on the hompage and placing ancillary, non-task related information in the navigation bar.

3.1.1.1 Short Term Recommendations

· Remove the word ‘query’ from the right hand side of all search boxes.

· Create alt tags in the left-hand navigation bar with a brief explanation of each gateway. The information will be displayed when the mouse hovers over the gateway graphic.

· Place NMAP on the left hand gateway navigation bar to provide consistency.

· Increase visibility of a revised horizontal navigation bar (‘About’, ‘Submit’, ‘Training’ and ‘Sitemap’).

3.1.1.2 Long Term Recommendations

· The most interesting insight to come out of this exercise was the suggestion to rebrand BIOME as one gateway with views of subsets of information similar to SOSIG, EEVL and HUMBUL. This would offer a much quicker and easier search of all gateways. BIOME is the only RDN hub that separates out content areas into individual subject gateways. The other RDN hubs allow users to search the entire database. Each classifies all content into subject types and categories, not gateways. The user testing sessions suggest that combining the 6 gateways would greatly improve search results as well as users’ making the most efficient use of BIOME.

· The ‘Hosted Services’ link needs a user-friendly description and may be removed from the homepage and placed in the ‘About’ section.

· Explain on the homepage that the service is a database of Web based resources. Explain the terms ‘evaluation’ and ‘quality’ control’ on homepage more clearly. Explain the benefits of selected resources and make clear why the search is free to use.

· Add a browsable heading feature to all gateways, but have them reviewed by subject specialists for accuracy.

· Put more advanced search features on the homepage, e.g. ‘resource types’ and ‘gateways’ (if developing a distinctive 6-gateway interface).

3.2 Search

The information below was taken from the search key tasks that included running simple searches, multiple searches, utilising advanced search features and refining searches.

3.2.1 Summary of findings

Participants expressed the need for more sorting options. Sorting by date entered into the BIOME database, relevance, resource type and alphabetical order were seen as useful.  Participants would also like the ‘resource type’ option to be multiple checkboxes and not a pull down list on the advanced search page. This would enable a simultaneous search of multiple resource types. They would also like to have the ability to search across gateways using a checkbox feature. Unifying the interface and structure of the BIOME service would meet this request by cross-searching all gateways at once. Most participants did not understand the meaning of truncation. They also expressed the need to refine searches; this option is currently unavailable.

3.2.1.1 Short Term Recommendations

· Add a ‘resource type’ pull down list to the simple search on the homepage. This would offer users a quick filter of simple searches.
· Remove sort results by ‘title within gateway’ from gateway display options as the user is already in the gateway.

· Remove ‘maximum results’ from gateway display options. Participants expressed a desire to see all results.

· Turn off truncation as a default setting and give a clear explanation of how to use it. 

· Explain the purpose of keyword listings as a refining tool in results pages.

3.2.1.2 Long Term Recommendations

· Expand ‘sort by’ features to include date entered into the BIOME database, resource type, gateway (or subject area in a unified interface) and alphabetical filtering.

· Create a ‘search within this category’ feature.

· Remove ‘search’ horizontal navigation item as it clicks into advanced search that is already available as a link to the right of the simple search box.

· Add a sort results feature to include date entered into the BIOME database, resource type, gateway (or subject area in a unified interface), alphabetical filtering of results pages.

· Add a ‘search within these results’ feature.

· Create browser preferences to allow users to set the following 2 options: ‘Open search results in a new browser window’ and the ‘Number of results displayed per page’. 

3.3 Search Results

The information below was taken from search results key tasks that included comparing the usefulness of long and short descriptions, refining a search, comments on the ‘no results page’, and other general comments.

3.3.1 Summary of findings

Most participants had no understanding of how results were sorted. If they are sorted by relevancy it is not clear. The function of the keyword links below each record on the results page is also not clear. Ten of the twenty-five participants liked long descriptions better than the short descriptions. It may be useful to add but is not a priority. The meaning of the colour bars were unclear with only one person who knew that each colour represented the different subject gateways. Some assumed it was a design element separator.

3.3.1.1 Short Term Recommendations

· Make it clearer to the user how results are ordered.

· Sort by relevancy if not already done.

· Make the meaning and usefulness of keyword links more clear.

· Make the meaning of the colour bars clear or provide an alternative such as text displaying the name of the gateway.

· Make clear what type of resource the result is, e.g. Web site, PDF, Word document. Some search results links brought users directly into PDF files, which they were not expecting.

· Identify the ‘resource type’ in the result, e.g. learning material, organisation, mailing list, book, etc.

· Make it obvious to users that they can search all six gateways from the BIOME homepage.

· Create a search preferences page that allows users the option to open a new window when clicking a result. 

3.3.1.2 Long Term Recommendations

· Create a sort by feature that includes alphabetical, date entered into the BIOME database, resource type and relevancy.

· Implement a ‘search within these results’ feature.

· Include long descriptions of each record.

· Offer alternative spelling within the ‘No Results’ page.

3.4 Browse

The information below was taken from search results key tasks that included browsable headings and browse by NLM, MeSH and CAB headings.

3.4.1 Summary of findings

Participants did not easily see the ‘Browse’ item in the navigation bar. A link to all browse categories should be clearly marked on the homepage. Participants, on the whole, were unfamiliar with MeSH, NLM and CAB categorisations. Regardless of this, all browse features (browsable headings, MeSH, NLM and CAB) were seen as useful because they clarified what is available in the database. For gateways that don’t have browsable headings participants would like to have that option. However, it was suggested that subject specialists and not librarians should review the browsable headings categories for accuracy. Most participants concluded that nevertheless they much prefer running a search by keyword query and rarely use browse.

3.4.1.1 Short Term Recommendations

· Create a prominent link from the homepage to all browse features.

3.4.1.2 Long Term Recommendations

· Browsable headings categorisation should be reviewed for accuracy by subject specialists on an on-going basis.

· Create browsable heading categories for all gateways and make available on the homepage.

3.5 Navigation and Interface 

The information below was taken from key tasks that asked participants to find content using navigation items or other links that originate from the subject gateway homepage.

3.5.1 Summary of findings

Participants said that the interface of the homepage and navigation could be improved. This may include the redesign of the interface both visually and functionally as well as reorganising the information structure. 

3.5.1.1 Short Term Recommendations

· Create a content area on the homepage that lists new resources added.

· Create a much more prominent link to VTS by adding a graphic to the homepage along with text.

· Add a link to the newsletter on the homepage.

3.5.1.2 Long Term Recommendations

· Undertake research into possible improvements to the organisation of the information structure.

· Consider a review of the graphic design with a view to a partial or full redesign.

· Investigate the possibility of merging all the gateways into one resource database.

· Remove the ‘What’s New’, ‘Search’, and ‘Browse’ navigation items.

4. Focus Group Results

The comments and opinions highlighted in this section were taken from tape recordings of the session as well as facilitator notes and contain the overall opinions of the five group sessions that took place. Participants were asked to rate each portlet using a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is important and 5 is unimportant.

Focus group notes are available in Appendix D and individual portlet ratings along with participant comments are available in Appendix E. Each tape-recorded session is also available for review.

4.1 Portlets

We gathered participant feedback regarding portal features, called portlets, which may be incorporated into the BIOME Web site in the near future. The portlets described and discussed in the focus groups are being developed by the Subject Portals Project (SPP) <http://www.portal.ac.uk/spp/>.

· We presented the 5 main portlets under development by the SPP

· User Profiling

· Cross searching

· Events Listings

· Newsfeeds

· Email Alerts

· We presented 2 portlets that may be developed in the future 

· E-journal search  

· E-print archives

4.1.1 User Profile

Portlet description: Users can personalise the BIOME Web site by choosing content and arranging its layout on the screen.

	AVERAGE RATINGS  (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	2.6
	3.2
	3.6
	4.0


4.1.1.1 Analysis by theme

· Search. BIOME was viewed primarily as a search Web site and that a portal may be “distracting”. Participants felt that the primary emphasis should be placed on search functionality, search results and increasing catalogue records. Searching and finding resources is seen as the primary goal for visiting the BIOME Web site. It was stated that search functionality should be the first thing users see on the homepage and not a selection of portlets.

· Bookmarks. The user profile portlet was seen as “just another form of bookmarking”. Participants said they already have their favourite information streams bookmarked, e.g. the BBC for current news, science magazines, and other content.

· Scepticism. Participants liked the idea of sharing information but felt that the portal may not tie into their specific needs. The portal would be useful to them only if it offered a very narrow and subject specific view of information tailored to their specific subject area. General information such as RDN, LTSN and BBC news would not be of interest.

· Trendiness. Overall, participants expressed scepticism and felt that too much information was presented and could be distracting. Portals were seen as a trend in the information technology (IT) community and that the features offered may not really be serving the purposes of the user. Participants stressed that their main purpose was to search and any additional features may be distracting.

· Value-added Content. It may take some time for visitor uptake of the user profile feature. The likelihood of registration would be based upon three main points - user satisfaction of search results, which in turn would be tied to the frequency of visits to the Web site and finally, the information display in the default (features displayed without having to login) portal would need to be convincing by being seen as useful and specific to their subject area.

· Time. Students in particular stressed that they were focused on projects and research and do not have a lot of time to spend on the computer browsing content. A portal was, on the whole, seen as a place to visit if one had a ½ hour or more “spare time”. Participants said that they would need to be convinced of the value of registering for personalised information. Use of a portal was viewed as perhaps being too time-consuming. The belief that the portal may be time consuming can be addressed by providing users with valuable content that would been seen as actually saving them time.

· Login. Apprehension was expressed at having to login into yet another system. Participants said they already have a University login, Athens login and subscription database logins, etc.

· Community. Some participants expressed an interest in the development of discussion groups aimed at students and lecturers. Students said that it would be very useful to be able to discuss research topics; Lecturers said in would be useful to discuss online learning resources and material.

4.1.1.2 Recommendations

· Information Overload. Reduce the appearance of too much information on the portal homepage by giving users the ability to select search as the default page without having to register. Participants said that they preferred to continue to see the simple search box on the homepage as their first option.
· Content. It is important to find information streams that are specific to the subject areas that the BIOME gateway caters to. Generic information such as RDN, LTSN and BBC news are unlikely to prove popular. Participants expressed an interest in much more subject specific information.
· Search. The value that users place on search should not be underestimated. Rather than displaying search as one of many portlets, users expect it to be the most prominent feature in the portal interface. We recommend that BIOME continue to develop and improve advanced search functionality, search results display and to increase the number of records in the catalogue.
· Community. Research the feasibility of developing a community portlet to include discussion groups. 

4.1.2 Cross Search

Portlet description: To provide users with the ability to search multiple databases at once, create search profiles that would run searches on specific databases, view a search history of most recent searches and store records.

	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	1.6
	2.0
	1.6
	1.0


4.1.2.1 Analysis by theme

· BIOME Brand. Some participants thought that the value of BIOME as a resource itself would be diminished with the ability to cross search multiple databases. Offering a limited amount of quality resources is a unique feature of BIOME and this feature could be diluted if search results become too great in number.

· Databases. Participants were unfamiliar with the databases listed in the SPP development Web site. Some participants didn’t wish to combine a bibliographic search with Internet resources. Some suggested that databases be grouped by subject area, e.g., social science, technology, health, etc. The names of the databases were not important but the subjects being searched were. 

· Subscription Services. Some participants would like to be able to search their subscription services such as PubMed, Web of Science and others using this feature. 

· Search Results. Participants expressed concern about the display of search results being unclear. They also did not want too many search results, as they felt it would undermine the usefulness of using BIOME for its limited resources. 

· Simple Search. Users would like to be able to just search BIOME as the default and to use the cross search portlet as an advanced search feature. Participants expressed interest in the ability to store records and felt this would be very useful.

· Time. The ability to run a single query over multiple databases was viewed as a helpful timesaver. 
· Value-added Feature. Overall, participants saw this as a useful feature and would most likely use it when running searches on BIOME and it was seen as a potential time saver.
4.1.2.2 Recommendations

· Simple Search. Continue to display the BIOME simple search on the homepage allowing users to access the BIOME database quickly.
· Search Results. The results display page must be easy to read and understand. Develop an intuitive user interface for results display.
· Databases. Clearly state what types of resources are offered in each database so that users can make informed decisions about which databases to use for running queries. Alternatively, offer a search by subject interface. 
4.1.3 Events Listings

Portlet description: View upcoming events, conferences and course announcements.
	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	1.9
	2.6
	2.0
	2.6


4.1.3.1 Analysis by theme

· Content. There was an enthusiastic response from most participants providing that the content was specific to their subject area. Participants expressed little if no interest for the generic listings displayed on the SPP development site. One important additional comment includes; having too many listings displayed would be distracting.

· Other Networks. Some participants said that they already have preferred streams of information regarding events. These include journals and mailing lists. Users would like to have the ability to suggest suitable events listing resources for their subject area. 

· Additional Functionality. Participants would like to be able to view listings by date and location as well as search conference abstracts. Some participants would also like the ability to delete events they have already viewed from the page. 
4.1.3.2 Recommendations

· Content. Offer subject specific content by giving users the ability to contribute relevant subject specific events.
· Other Networks. Offer subject specific content by building alliances with the preferred networks of BIOME users such as relevant journals and mailing lists.

· Additional Functionality. Research the feasibility of including conference abstracts and the ability to sort event listings by date and location.

4.1.4 Newsfeeds 

Portlet description: View up to the minute news both general (BBC, jobs.ac.uk) and specific based upon user profile preferences.
	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	3.0
	3.7
	3.6
	3.3


4.1.4.1 Analysis by theme

· Information Streams. Some participants said that they already have preferred streams of information regarding news and said this portlet was distracting. There was mixed interest in having access to more general news like the BBC, some expressing concern about receiving too much general information.

· Specific Content. Some participants said that this feature has potential but that the newsfeeds offered must be relevant to their subject area. Participants also expressed anxiety over who determines what headlines are displayed and that it could be a form of “spoon feeding”. Users will expect to have available newsfeeds of their current news sources such as medical, health, agricultural and environmental science.

· BIOME News. Participants expressed an interest in having available BIOME news, this would include, a list of new resources added to the catalogue and news related to BIOME. 
4.1.4.2 Recommendations

· Specific Content. Allow users the ability to recommend relevant subject specific news sources and build alliances with the preferred news sources that users rely on. 
· BIOME News. Remove the ‘What’s New’ portlet and create a BIOME newsfeed. This would reduce the number of navigation items and decrease the number of click-throughs necessary to access information.

4.1.5 Email Alerts

Portlet description: Keyword search of newsfeeds and weekly updates of a keyword search via email.
	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	2.8
	2.7
	3.6
	3.3


4.1.5.1 Analysis by theme

· Search. Users lacked confidence in the ability to run narrow searches within newsfeed content. The portlets ability to do so should be made obvious. One example brought into the discussion was running a query on ‘SARS’ and getting relevant up to the minute news as opposed to old news.

· Information Overload. Most participants agreed that such a feature could be useful but said that they were worried about getting too many emails. 

· Additional Functionality. Participants said that they would want the ability to control the number of emails received to include setting start and end dates to alerts as well as the ability to send summaries of the news in each alert sent. They would also like the option of reading the content through the Web (e.g., as a portlet), rather than having to receive it in email format. 
4.1.5.2 Recommendations

· Search. Provide users with default searches that will demonstrate the usefulness of email alerts. This could be presented as a brief tour of the portlet’s functionality.
· Additional Functionality. Allow users the ability to create their own settings e.g. start and end dates. Create an email alert portlet that allows users to view the content through the Web rather than by email. More research should be done on users’ requirements before spending money on creating such a portlet.

4.2 Possible Portlets

We asked participants to comment on and to rate two portlets that are not currently in development by the SPP but that may be developed in the future. These are an e-journal search and an e-print archive.

4.2.1 E-Journal Search

Portlet description: Keyword search across selected, free e-journals.
	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	1.6
	1.2
	1.0
	2.6


4.2.1.1 Analysis by theme

· Availability. Participants expressed interest although they were unsure about the availability of quality free e-journals. It was stated that other subscription-based e-journals are already widely used. User confidence concerning the availability of high quality e-journals needs to be addressed.
4.2.1.2 Recommendations

· Availability. Find and build alliances with high-quality, free, e-journals publishers. Examine the feasibility of incorporating subscription journals in this portlet. 

· Educating Users. Develop and disseminate information through the portal that explains the usefulness and benefits of the quality e-journals available within the portlet. This may include feature stories introducing and describing the e-journal to users.
4.2.2 E-print Archive

Portlet description: Browse and search pre-published research papers.
	AVERAGE RATINGS (1=important, 5=unimportant)

	STUDENT
	RESEARCHER
	LECTURER
	LIBRARIAN

	3.0
	4.0
	2.3
	2.3


4.2.2.1 Analysis by theme

· Peer Review. Participants expressed a deep mistrust in using and citing papers that have not been peer reviewed. Some also expressed a concern about the availability of e-prints in their field. One comment made was that it might be useful for lecturers to have access to but not students.
4.2.2.2 Recommendations

· Peer Review. Clearly mark this portlet as experimental and non-peer reviewed. Also consider building alliances with new journals that are coming online as strictly electronic and peer reviewed. These journals usually have a quicker turn around time than the more established journal publishers.

4.3 Identity

A series of questions were asked regarding participants views on the BIOME brand. The following subsections are detailed below: Gateway & the RDN, Internet Resources, Trust, General Use, BIOME vs. Google, Catalogue vs. Portal, Quality Evaluated Resources, and Final Thoughts. 

4.3.1 BIOME Brand 

After viewing the portlets participants were asked to give their feedback on the BIOME brand. In particular, they were asked to give feedback on their perception of the relationship between BIOME and the six gateways as well as their relationship with the Resource Discovery Network (RDN). 

General comments included: to keep the focus on learning materials. What participants meant by learning materials was online tutorials such as the Virtual Train Suite (VTS) and other types of tutorials available online, to add more records to the database and to revise browsable heading structures. New ideas included: to create a community portlet for lecturers, researchers and students using discussion boards and to combine all gateways into a single unified interface. 

4.3.1.1 Gateways and the RDN

Summary of findings
· Two strands appeared regarding gateway and BIOME relationships. First, if the gateways continue to be displayed as separate units, each should be more easily recognisable than they currently are. Second, gateway distinctions are seen as largely administrative and should be removed allowing users to search and browse the entire BIOME database using a unified interface and information structure. 

· There was little interest in BIOME and RDN relationships because it was seen as largely an administrative structure. Participants stressed the fact that it was the search results and usefulness of the records in the catalogue that were the most important features in BIOME and what appeared to be an organisational relationship was of no interest to them. A small minority of participants were aware of the RDN. All participants saw this link as confusing.

· There was also some concern about the separation of BIOME and the 6 gateways. Some participants thought that they would not get a complete list of search results because some records may be categorised in another gateway. 

· BIOME is seen as a useful resource for learning materials and perhaps the BIOME brand could be repositioned to make this more obvious.

Recommendations

· Unify the interface and allow users to search the whole BIOME database at once, similar to the other RDN hubs: SOSIG, EEVL and HUMBUL. This would also include combine browsable headings into one interface and enabling the user to search within each subject category section.

OR

· Create a more distinctive interface for each subject gateway using design elements like colour and header images.

· Explain the RDN’s relationship to BIOME more clearly on the homepage. Alternatively, Move information regarding RDN to the ‘About’ section and provide an explanation of the larger organisation.

· Make links to learning materials more obvious. Participants felt that the VTS and other learning materials could be brought to the surface and presenting as a unique offering of the BIOME brand.

4.3.1.2 Internet Resources

Summary of findings

· Participants felt that more explanation was needed regarding Internet resources, limited resources and free resources. 

· Most were confused as to what types of information the database includes. Only after running a few searches did it become clear that the database held records of Web sites. 

· Participants were sometimes confused that the results were so few in number. 

· Participants expect to pay for such services and some wanted to know why the service was free to use.

Recommendations

· Make it clear on the homepage that the database contains records and links to Web site resources as opposed to being a bibliographic database.

· Explain on the homepage the benefits of a limited amount of resources. Display the number of records in the database on the homepage

· Clarify why the service is free by adding some text to explain how BIOME is funded and why users are not charged for using the service. Make academic links of the service more obvious.

4.3.1.3 Trust

Summary of findings
· Participants expressed a need to know who is assessing the resources for quality and what criteria are used.

· There was concern that some excellent resources may not be listed in BIOME that can be found using Google or another expansive search Web site.

Recommendations

· Add text on the homepage describing how resources are assessed. This information is already available in the ‘About’ section. Adding a text link from the homepage would give users an immediate view of such information.

· Provide information on the homepage regarding the benefits of evaluated resources.

· Add some text describing the service’s link to academic institutions.

· In the search results page, display the date that each record was last checked.

4.3.1.4 General Use

Summary of findings
· Users indicated that the benefits of using BIOME are not widely known. Participants suggested that perhaps more marketing to students and lecturers was needed.

Recommendations

· Develop a marketing campaign to include advertising, demonstrations and training sessions that target lecturers and students.
4.3.1.5 BIOME vs. Google

Summary of findings
· Participants said that they wouldn’t use BIOME to run a general search, but, that it is useful once a specific subject area is identified and additional resources are required. 

Recommendations

· Make explicit that this is a limited, evaluated database of Internet resources and that it should be used in conjunction with other search engines and subscription services as part of a complete search strategy.

4.3.1.6 Catalogue vs. Portal

Participants were asked the following question; “Should BIOME limit resources to focus on portal features or should its focus be on adding more resources and building strong links to VLEs and VTS”? This question was designed to bring participants to an extreme position so as to recognise what was ultimately important to participants when asked to make an either/or choice. All participants felt that it was more important for BIOME to focus on the development of the catalogue over and above any portal development. 

Summary of findings
· All participants expressed the viewpoint that the catalogue of records was far more important than any portal features that may be offered in the future. 

· Success with search results will prompt participants to return to BIOME and not portal features.

· The portal is viewed as useful but ancillary to the main purpose of going to the BIOME Web site.

Recommendations

· BIOME’s catalogue of resources is seen as its strength. The introduction of new portal features should also be accompanied by the continued expansion of the catalogue.

4.3.1.7 Quality Evaluated Resources

Participants were impressed that all the Internet resources were assessed for quality. Many commented that this is BIOME’s core business and is not being marketed to its fullest potential.

Summary of findings
· Participants felt that evaluated resources were very valuable and the core business of the Web site. Participants asked what criteria BIOME would be used if it were to restrict the number of records that were held in the catalogue.

· There was also concern about how often records were re-evaluated.

Recommendations

· Make clear in each record when it was last evaluated. Also, make clear the rotation time of re-evaluation.

· Develop a marketing strategy that emphasises the benefits of using a database of evaluated resources.

4.3.1.8 Final thoughts

Summary of findings
· Participants expressed an interest in the development of a community-based portal, which would include discussion boards creating opportunities to discover what other students, lecturers and researchers are doing across the UK.

· There was an interest in the portal but it came with a ‘prove it’ attitude. Users were sceptical of how it would be useful to them. 

· Portal features were seen as useful if they provided subject-specific content. General content would be of less value.

Recommendations

· Consider prototyping a community portlet that includes discussion boards.

· Provide valuable content to users by making it specific to their subject areas.

· Present a default portal, i.e. content that is provided by default rather than having to login that is of interest to users to encourage them to use regularly.

· Ensure that the cross-search portlet is prominent in the user interface.

5. Final Recommendations

The following recommendations have been made as a result of user testing and focus group observations and are presented in the order of which the changes should be addressed. Some of the high priority recommendations are recognised as being difficult and costly to implement and as such it may or may not be possible to implement them in the appropriate order, if at all. However, all of the recommendations should be given careful consideration.

Offering a portal to users should provide them with useful tools that enhance their specific research interests as well as create a sense of community. Offering aggregated heterogeneous content would be useful but participants stressed that the information must be very specific in order for it to be of any use. Participants also felt that the catalogue needs to be improved and that the usefulness of the search results is the main reason why they would continue to use the BIOME service. 

5.1 Priority One

1. Homepage redesign - the homepage of BIOME and the associated gateways would benefit from a redesign.

· The purpose of Web site is ill defined. A clear and brief welcome message could be included prominently on the homepage explaining that BIOME is a database of Web-based Internet resources, that it is an evaluated and limited catalogue and that it is a free service hosted by academic institutions. 

· The simple search area could be made more prominent and the resource type filter could be placed alongside the search box. 

· The navigation bar might be redesigned by removing the ‘Search, ‘Browse’ and ‘What’s new’ tabs and placing links to these directly on the homepage as explained in the recommendations in section 3.1.1. The header image might be reduced and the navigation bar size increased with only the following navigation bar items: ‘About’, ‘Submit’, ‘Training’ and ‘Sitemap’. 
· Standard information and links could be included in the footer area of the homepage (and this should be near standard across the site) - these should not include funders’ logos such as RDN and JISC (unless there is a contractual requirement - if this is the case then these should be professionally resized and included at the smallest resolution possible). 

· As a short-term solution, each gateway should be visually distinct from each other and BIOME. But, the longer-term recommendation is to unify the database similar to SOSIG, EEVL and HUMBUL.

2. Advanced search redesign – all gateway advanced search pages should include the ability to select other gateways using checkboxes to cross search the entire database. This feature would be similar to the current BIOME advanced search page. Guidelines on what truncation does should be clearly displayed. In display options remove the ‘up to a maximum’ option. This is because users expressed the desire to receive all results and that this option was not needed. In the sort area remove ‘title within gateway’ option. If a user is already searching within the gateway this option is meaningless. It is only useful from the BIOME homepage to be able to filter results by gateway. Include more sort features such as: by date entered into the BIOME database, resource type, alphabetical and relevance. All changes should be clearly laid out and easy to use.

3. Search results – the use of keyword links should be explicit in the interface design. Display the resource type next to the result title. All search results should have the option of opening a new window upon clicking the link so that users do not loose the BIOME Web site when clicking on a result. This could be achieved by developing a ‘search preferences’ area. Allow results to be sorted by date entered into the BIOME database, resource type, alphabetical and relevance. Display the URL of the record and when it was last evaluated.

4. Catalogue – continue to improve and develop the catalogue, as this is highly valued by users.
5. Browse – the organisational structure of the browsable headings feature is currently inconsistent between the gateways. It should be restructured and renamed by subject specialists to help the user better understand the content offered within each topic area. Create a browsable headings for all gateways and but still make available MeSH, CAB, NLM headings from the homepage as some participants did find these useful.

6. Portal – offering a portal to users should provide them with useful tools that enhance their specific research interests.
7.  Portal Community – user feedback suggests that a discussion board portlet would encourage community interaction and information exchange and should be considered.

8. Portal Information Streams – consultation with lecturers and researchers would help to identify the types of news and information that are of value to BIOME users. 
9. Portal Information Overload – the portal’s interface should discourage information anxiety. This can be achieved by limiting the amount of information on the portal homepage. 

5.2 Priority Two

10. Failed searches - the screen presented when there are no matches for a search should be updated. The language used should be more user friendly and clearly state why the screen is being presented (e.g. "Your search for #### produced no matches within the BIOME database"). Additional help as to why the search produced no results could also be supplied, along with a suggestion on how to improve the search and an opportunity to perform another. If the search has failed for any other reason then this should also be presented to the user (in user friendly, non-technical language), with guidelines on how to perform a search that will produce results. If technically feasible, consider providing a ‘did you mean’ function if the spelling is incorrect. 

11. Rebrand BIOME - rebranding BIOME as a single entity would be a great improvement to overall usability and search effectiveness. We suggest that the six gateways be combined to create an interface similar to SOSIG, EEVL or HUMBUL.
12. Promotion – Once BIOME has been redesigned further promotion of the service to lecturers, librarians, researchers and students should be considered. If a redesign is undertaken, any promotion should take place post-implementation. 

5.3 Priority Three

13. Search preferences - Create search preferences that allow users to open new window and turn on or off the truncation functionality.
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Appendix A: Detailed Participant Comments & Recommendations 

See attached.

Appendix B: User Testing Tasks 

See attached.

Appendix C: User Testing Tasks Results

See attached.

Appendix D: Focus Group Notes 

See attached.

Appendix E: Focus Group Rating Results

See attached.



Phil Hobbs
Internet Development Group
ILRT SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" BIOME user testing & focus groups SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" 15 August 2003 SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" Page 21

