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Usability inspectionis
the generic name for a
set of methods based
on having evaluators
inspect or examine
usability-related
aspects of a user
interface.

- Nielsen & Mack
Usability Inspection
Methods
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Introduction

Thishandout isthe materia for theworkshop entitled Using IDEA Online, presented by the
Interface Design Evaluation and Assessment (IDEA) Group. It includesadefinition of usability
ingpections, reasonsfor eval uating user interface designs, and adescription of the I DEA Group
and what it does. Thisdocument also describesaspecific type of usability inspection known as
heuristic eval uation and describes how to prepare and submit aninterface design for thistype of
inspection by theIDEA Group’ sevauation team.

Theworkshop isaimed at interface designersand isintended to introduce the concept of heuristic
evaluation and to provideingtructionsfor taking advantage of the eval uation services provided by
the | DEA Group. These servicesare provided free of chargeto employeesof the CdiforniaState
University System. All evaluatorsarevolunteers.

Thel DEA Group would liketo acknowledgethe staff of the Center for Usability in Design and
Assessment (CUDA) at CSU Long Beach for their support and help during the devel opment of
thisworkshop. Some materia in thisbooklet was adapted from CUDA'smaterials.

What Does the IDEA Group Do?

The IDEA Group isthe result of a2000/2001 TIGERS Grant funded by the CSU Center for
Distributed Learning. The grant requested and received funding to develop the materialsin
this booklet and to provide training to designers and to evaluators who will use and provide
heuristic evaluationswithin the CSU. The Group requested and received another grant in 2001/
2002 to convert paper-based eval uation material sto an online system (IDEA Online). Thissystem
isnow availablefor use.

Thel DEA Groupismadeup of qualified, trained usability professionals; these professionalsserve
astheinterface evaluatorson avoluntary basis. Anindividual may be both adesigner and an
evaluator -- that is, one may submit adesign of one’ sown and a so evaluatethe designs of others.
Thel DEA Group encouragesthisspirit of reciprocity among itsmembers.

What is a Usability Inspection?

Simply put, ausability inspection is an informal evaluation of a user interface design
performed by someone with knowledge and experience in the field of usability engineering.
The evaluation is based on certain rules of thumb and on the experience of the evaluator.
There are other kinds of evaluation methods, including user testing (where actual users are
observed interacting with a prototype or a working system), automatic assessment (where
interface specifications are run through evaluation software), and empirical evaluations
(which use mathematical models and formulas to cal culate measurements). Usability
inspection is simply one way to assess an interface. Often inspections are used in concert
with other methods.

There are many types of usability inspections, as well. For example, one type of inspection
known as a cognitive walkthrough is used to assess how easy or difficult it isto learn how
to useaninterface by exploration. Pluralistic walkthroughs are another type. These



...usability really just
means making sure
that something

works well.

-- Seve Krug

Don't Make Me Think
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walkthroughsare conducted by agroup of usability professionals, developers, and end usersto
gainvaried perspectivesand insightson adesign in development. Heuristic evaluations, thetype
of ingpectionwewill discussin thisworkshop, are conducted by usability professonalswho
review adesigninlight of aset of usability guiddines.

Onceaninterface design has been sketched out, it can be subjected to ausability inspection. All

that isneeded isthat there be something visual to evaluate; the system or web site does not have
to beworking. Early inspections can be done on hand-drawn paper mock-upsif desired. When

using IDEA Online, it isconvenient to have adesign posted somewhere ontheweb, but it isnot

required. The IDEA Group can work with designerswhose designsare not online, to ensurethat
thedesignsaredistributed to eval uators.

Why Evaluate User Interface Designs?

The point of a usability inspection isto uncover any design flaws early enough in the
development cycle that changes can still be made to the design. A “design flaw” is anything
that will cause users to have difficulty, make errors, or become stuck or unable to use the
system. The inspection may also recommend or suggest specific waysto correct the flaws
or improve the design. Thereis no point in conducting usability inspections on afinished
product that will not be changed, except possibly to learn what not to do “next time” (a
costly way to improve designs!). Often the inspection will also specifically point out parts
of the interface that are very usable or otherwise beneficial, so that the designer knows not
to remove or destroy the good aspects while changing problematic ones.

As part of an iterative design process, evaluations can significantly improve the usability of
an interface. No matter how experienced a designer may be, two factors indicate that
separate usability inspections will be beneficial: first, no one person will find all the usabil-
ity problemsin a given design; and second, the designer will be so familiar with the design
that he or she will always overlook some areas which are potential problems for users who
lack the designer’s perspective.

There is no set number of evaluations that should be done in a given development cycle;
nor isthere a“recipe’ for which evaluations to perform, or at what point in the cycle.
Different projects will call for different types of evaluations. Some projects will benefit
from frequent evaluations, while others will need fewer, perhaps more comprehensive
ingpections. This workshop seeks to introduce one kind of usability inspection that may be
performed multiple times in the development cycle as a means of inexpensively and rapidly
assessing usability where otherwise no assessment (or fewer assessments) might take place.
The ultimate goal of all thisisto improve the quality of materials that are developed by
designers (in this case, materials devel oped and used within the CSU system).

What Is an Heuristic Evaluation?

Heuristic evaluation is an informal method of usability inspection. A small group of people
qualified in usability examine an interface (independently from one another) and decide
whether each part of the interface conforms to principles of usability. These principles are
known as heuristics: thus the term heuristic evaluation.
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Heuristic evaluationisrelatively easy, rapid, and inexpensiveto perform. Thematerialsarenot
difficult to prepare, and no group meetingsarerequired. Theresultsof anevauationwill vary
based on the experience of the evaluator, but even arelatively inexperienced eval uator can havea
positiveimpact on adesign by using thismethod.

The IDEA Group has prepared tools to assist evaluators and designers and to help ensure
someuniformity ineva uations. ThelDEA Onlinewebsite providesameansfor submittinga
design and annotating it with information that will be hel pful for the eval uators. Evaluatorsexamine
thedesign, thenfill out achecklist and add any commentsfor each of eleven guidelines. The
evaluationsare compiled into acombined report for the designer (who may also read each
evauation separately). IDEA Onlineisavailableat thisURL : http://mww.consultusonline.com/
ideal

A singleevaduator cannot provide acomprehensive evaluation; however, asfew asthreetofive
evaluators may find 60-75% of the usability problemsin aninterface. The payoff for using larger
numbersof evaluatorsisnot great. Ten evauatorswill usualy find 85-90% of the problems, and
fifteen evauatorswill usudly find 92% of theissues. Designs submitted tothe I DEA Group will
usually be evauated by threeto five peoplewho will not collaborate. Itisvital that each evaluator
work independently for the best resullts.

What Types of Applications are Suitable for Evaluation?

A designer may submit any interface design. The most common types of interfaces we
expect to see are web sites and multimedia applications, but others are possible. The devel-
opment platform (Java, HTML, Flash, Director, etc.) is not a barrier to evaluation, although
it should be noted in the submission form so that the evaluators may take it into account if
necessary.

Any interface which requires a user to make choices, enter data, navigate through several
pages or screens, or otherwise interact with it is suitable for usability inspection.

How Does a Designer Find Evaluators?

Part of the purpose of the IDEA group is to match designers with evaluators. Designers will
submit arequest for evauation at the IDEA Onlinewebiste, and eva uatorswith matching skills
will beautomatically invited to eval uate the design. Oncethe eval uations are complete, the de-
signer smply logsinto IDEA Onlineand readsthereport(s).

Designersshould alow aminimum of fiveworking daysfromthetimethey submit thedesignsto
thetimethey receivethereports. In some casesthewait timemay belonger. Designers may
specify adeadline by which they wishto have all evaluations compl eted.

How Should Designs be Presented for Evaluation?

Designs may be emailed to the IDEA Group (as an attachment in PDF format, for example)
or posted on the web. If possible, on-paper designs should be converted to electronic format
(scanned or mocked up in agraphics program) for ease of viewing. Web sitesmay be evaluated
online. Designsmay aso be saved asimagefilesand arranged in awebsite, aslong aseva uators
can easily work through the screens. Thereisaplace onthesubmissonformtoincludeaURL if it
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isavailable. Other arrangements may be madeif itisnot possibleto provideadesignin electronic
form.

How Are Evaluations Conducted?

Each evaluator will conduct his or her evaluation independently of the others, and each will
complete areport of hisor her evaluation. When an evaluator receives a design submission,
he or she will first read the submission form to find out what kind of information the
designer islooking for. Thenthe evauator will go throughtheinterface at least once to become
familiar withit.

Next theeva uator will work through the online eval uation form. Each guideline page has spaceto
record noteson findingsaswell asascalefor rating the severity of issuesfound.. Whenthe
evaluator isfinished, areport isgenerated and posted in the designer’ sworkspace. When al
evaluators have compl eted their reports (or once the specified deadline has passed), designers
may read the reports.

What Tools Are Used in the Evaluation Process?
The following instruments are used in the process of heuristic evaluation by IDEA Group
evauators:

IDEA Design Submission Form: Thedesigner fillsthisout onlineand submitsit alongwiththe
URL of thedesign, if available.

Evaluation Form: Thiseleven-part checklist covers some of the more common areaswhere
problemsmight occur. An evauator fillsout thisonlineform, and areport isgenerated for the
designer.
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IDEA Group Contact Information

The IDEA Group coordinators are listed below:

Jay C. Rees (jrees@csusm.edu)
Rachel S. Smith (rachel @cdl.edu)

For information onthe Center for Usability in Design and A ssessment, contact:
CUDA (cuda@csulb.edu)

For information on TIGERS Grantsor the Consortium of Academic Technology Staff (CATS),
contact:

AbbeAltman (abbe@cdl .edu)

Website for Workshop Materials

IDEA Onlineisat thefollowing URL.:
http://idea.csusm.eduw/

Blank checklistsand formsfor printing arealso availablein MERLOT:
http:/AMmww.merlot.orgy

and in CATSMERLOT:

http://cats.merlot.org/
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