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These guidelines are based on comments received from the hubs following their testing of the portal installations, from consultancy received from Grace de la Flor, and from testing at SOSIG, HUMBUL, EEVL and BIOME. 

Design and usability recommendations:

1. The portal requires a clear welcome page offering users the option to log in with their Athens or institutional authentication details, or a guest access for users without credentials or who wish not to enter them at this stage. 

2. The welcome page should explain to users what the portal contains and indicate that it is a powerful research tool.

3. Personalised features relating to the authenticated log-on, such as alerts and saved searches, should appear at the top of the authenticated welcome page (compare Amazon). 

4. It would be nice to greet the person by name (again, compare Amazon).

5. Some users (BIOME) couldn’t tell if they were logged in or not. Maybe a log-in status indicator box would be useful.

6. The screen needs to be uncluttered, perhaps aiming for a default setting of no more than four portlets to the screen. 

7. Cross-search should be the most prominent feature. 

8. It should be clear that the portlets are distinct information areas: testers in the HUMBUL end-user testing confusing the Behind the Headlines channel with their cross-search results.

9. We should aim to limit the amount of text-based information that is presented to the user at the first screen. The most common complaint made by testers was that there was too much text. News headlines should be limited to a maximum of two lines of explanation and a link to the full story.

10. The cross-search requires the user to perform two tasks in a logical sequence: Firstly to select resources and then formulate a search. Clear “step 1” and “step 2” are required. 

11. Should the user decide simply to enter search terms and search, each subject portal should run a default cross-search so the user at least returns some results.

12. Language: we must be careful to avoid jargon such as “X-search” and “search landscape”. “Select resources” is preferable to “search landscape”.

13. The user should be directed at the cross-search to log in if they have not done so already. 

14. The “submit search” button should be adjacent to the search query box, not below. Users should not have to scroll to find it.

15. There are still too many steps involved in selecting search landscape resources. Is it really necessary for the user to name the landscape? 

16. A user should be able to use the landscape they have created straight away for searching instead of having to select it again after creating a search.

17. The landscape resources must be organised in alphabetical order.

18. Every “description” link must have some explanatory text, including expansion of the acronyms.

19. The resources should be presented with an adjacent check-box. Testers found it difficult to select multiple resources for a landscape using the scroll box. 

20. The “create a search” page should offer the user the option of Boolean searching and to select to search the title, author, keyword, abstract, or all of these fields. 

21. Search should support truncation (using an asterisk * as the truncation symbol). 

1. We need to include search tips so that people know to search “women and Mesopotamia”: long strings of terms without Boolean operators do not generate results.

22. There should be a page of search tips linked by a hyperlink to the “create a search” page.

23. Ranking is proving a problem, and it seems as though we will only be able to rank within an individual resource. Therefore we will need an intermediary page (or a feature at the top of the screen) between the search and the results pages stating the number of hits for each resource, and asking the user to display an individual resource’s results. (i.e. You have 150 results from the SOSIG Economics Default search. Do you wish to see these results? Yes; You have 5 results from Zetoc. Do you wish to see these results? Yes).

24. Take out the “update status” option. This feature confused many testers and had to be explained. It is not needed. The results should update automatically?

25. Clock graphic to indicate search still in progress would be useful.

26. The search results should be restricted to 50 words of description with a link to the full text and/or abstract. 

27. Search terms should be highlighted. 

28. It should be clear from the result from which resource the result has originated. 

29. Title tags rather than URLs should be displayed at the top of the record; the URL should appear at the bottom.

30. Alternate colours should be used to break up results. The default colours should be set by the hubs, but it must be possible to read black text through them, and green or red are best avoided as they are confusing to colour-blind people.

31. A default of ten results should appear on the screen, but the use should be able to select to see more or fewer results as desired as a user preference option.

32. The “expand record” button needs to be much clearer, and have its functionality explained. Maybe “View full record”. “Didn’t realise [+] [-] was to show the full record.”

33. The “store records” feature seems to be working well, and was popular with the testers.

34. The user should be offered the options to print the saved results and to save them to a local drive on their PC.

35. The print procedure needs to be much clearer. The printer icon is very hard to spot at present. 

36. Testers at SOSIG asked for an option to view and print out records in full.

37. The search history page should allow users to edit and re-run the search across different resources.

38. It should be possible to delete items from the search history.

39. We need to offer a feature from the search history page that allows users to select to re-run a search over a period of time, such as every week, and have the results displayed on their authenticated welcome page.

40. Personalisation/customisation options. We need to create a default personalisation or user preference area that the hubs can adopt or adapt as they wish (they seemed very divided in the November user testing whether offering users the option to change the portal interface appearance was desirable or not). Options should read “Change colours”; “Add portal features”; “Create alerts” and “Create favourite searches”.

41. We need an option to print all full records.

42. General issues: we need to offer a text sizing option under the “View” menu.

43. We should test the portal demos using the screen reader browser available for free download from IBM.

44. We should use style sheets rather than tables.

45. Need to be jargon-free! Comments include “What are Collections?.”

46. Avoid use of italics on screen– several comments about this.


Technical problems encountered:

1. Need to test using different browsers – “the icons disappear in Netscape”!

2. A few problems with ‘Back’ button not working -  caused an error message (warning page has expired).

3. I did the same search (‘algebraic algorithms’) using the ‘test1’ profile and got 5 hits in EEVL in basic search but zero hits in advanced search –why?

4. I have to scroll to the right and left to view pages due to problem with graphics display.

5. A few comments about problems with sessions timing out!

