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1 Overview
We identified the Google News Beta (“Google News”) as the target of our group project for IS214 during the first week of February, 2003.  Since then we have been using the site in support of our class assignments and in order to complete general search requests that arise.  Throughout this time we have found Google News to be a very “usable” site.  

1.1 Positive aspects of Google News

Google News incorporates a simple design which supports rapid navigation and comprehension. Such a structure allows users to quickly scan, search, and access news.  As a result, based on our observations, individuals who visit Google News tend to be satisfied with the experience. 

1.2 Areas of improvement for Google News

Adding the word “beta” to the tagline of a site or product implies it is still under development.  Despite our positive experience with Google News, the “beta” reference seemed to be appropriate. The minor issues encountered during the evaluation period fell into the following categories:

· Terminology – Ambiguous words or phrases were used in critical features and functions
· Navigation – Common web site navigation principles were not followed 
· Consistency – Variances exist between the layout and structure of Google and Google News
1.3 Recommendations for Google News
When individuals say they are “satisfied with a web site” words such as sufficient or adequate come to mind.  These terms do not seem appropriate for a company which states its technology is “… better than any other online service” and is known as the “World's Best Search Engine".  The following recommendations could help Google News to achieve the same level of recognition.
· Perform user testing in order to identify terms which convey a concise meaning and better represent the functions available on the Google News site.

· Improve usability by incorporating common web navigation practices such as consistency between sites and the inclusion of common web practices and standards (e.g. link highlighting)
· Leverage Google’s search expertise to incorporate improved functionality within the Google News site – for example adding category and periodical specific searching
2 Approach

Three methods of usability evaluation were carried out on the Google News site from February 2003 to May 2003.  The following method were used – Interviews, heuristics, and user task analysis.
2.1 Purpose
The primary was to apply practices taught during IS214 to a “real world” application. The secondary objective was to evaluate a site which, despite a high level of visibility due to the Google name, is still in the early stages of release.  At such a time, opportunities might exist to identify improvements and possibly impact some aspects of the site’s development. 
2.2 Methods

Tests were carried out on individuals who use Google and Google News as well as other online news and search sites.  These individuals were targeted as they were considered a likely audience for Google News.  Both the interview script and heuristic evaluation were developed in conjunction with course assignments.  As a result, iterative development was carried out in order to complete the corresponding assignment.  Due to the level of insight gained through initial testing, a similar try-revise-launch strategy was used for user task analysis.  Modifications were made after feedback was gathered on the preliminary list of scenarios.  
· Interviews: Questions were asked independently and following the User Task Analysis.  Individuals were asked a series of questions in order to evaluate whether their General News Patterns and Online News Patterns influenced their Site Use of Google News
· Heuristic Evaluation: Web site evaluation heuristics identified by Dick Miller and Jakob Nielsen were used to review Google News.  Findings were rated according to location and severity.
· User Task Analysis: Individuals were presented with a scenario and directed to complete a supporting task.  Comments regarding the available and expected features as well as the
2.2.1 Interviews
Background

As outlined above, the reason for including interviews as an evaluation method was to gain feedback from individuals on three areas: 

· General News Patterns:  From what sources and how often do people obtain news

· Online News Patterns: How do people locate online news items, how important is it to them to be able to search by specific criteria, and do people want to customize their online news experience

· Site Use: How often do people use Google News, do they visit it more or less often than similar sites, and how do they rate their overall satisfaction with its available features and functionality

These areas were identified, because they allow evaluation of Google News’ site layout, content organization, and supporting features as well as identify the level of satisfaction with Google News content.   In addition the responses provided a method to compare findings with those obtained via the other two evaluation methods (e.g. Heuristic Evaluation and User Tasks Analysis).  Specifically it is interesting to gather individuals’ perceptions through interviews and then use this insight to compare (or contrast) with people’s responses after using the same features to accomplish a specific task. 

Along the same lines, after conducting heuristic evaluation, ideas were formed around what aspects of Google News people would like and dislike.  The interview responses helped gain insight into other people’s perspectives and overcome any preconceived notions.  

Target Group

The audience for the interviews consisted of users of Google news, other news portal sites such as Yahoo! News (http://news.yahoo.com), and particular online publication sites such as the New York Times online (http://www.nytimes.com) and the San Francisco Chronicle (http://sfgate.com).  Such individuals were selected because their active browsing and searching of news related content online had made them familiar with how news sites lay out their pages, filter their content for the web, design their navigation and features, and brand themselves visually. As a result of this experience and exposure, such users had specific opinions relating to a news site’s content, layout, features, and functions. As a result they were more adept at recognizing and proposing changes and/or additions to the content, features, and functions offered by Google News.

In order to identify “if the content satisfies users need for news”, users who rarely use online news sources were also interviewed.  Such individuals offered insight into roadblocks which would need to be overcome in order to migrate offline news users to online news sources. In addition their comments could be used to help redesign Google News’ content, layout, features, and functions; expand the target audience; and, improve general browsing and searching for news online.

Summary
Due to the waning presence of war, people appeared to be more interested in receiving up-to-date news than they would be under "normal" situations.  As a result, we found people relied on multiple news sources.  Individuals indicated that they would probably alter their behavior and focus on one site for news in the coming months.  Despite indicating they would consolidate their news viewing, some people noted they would still go to other sites for coverage of sports and entertainment.  
In regards to customizing their homepage, people tended to the extremes and had either no expectation or very specific requirements for customizing news.  Depending on their view, Google News lack of customization was satisfactory. Similar feedback also applied to search.  As all the headline news items are found on the home page, individuals who did not want an intense interaction with the site were satisfied with Google News layout.  On the other hand, for those desiring a customized news presentation, there was also a desire to search in a more specialized way. For example, the ability to search within a specific category, such as Entertainment or timeframe, was mentioned by a number of individuals.
Interview Questionnaire

See Appendix A

2.2.2 Heuristic Evaluation

Background

The heuristics evaluation of Google News was conducted using two sets of criteria - Dick Miller’s and Jakob Nielsen’s heuristic.  Aspects of the site were reviewed, violations identified, and severity ratings assigned.  Recommendations for correcting the violation were included as well.  In order to maintain consistency, the rating scale follows the premise posted on Nielsen’s site.  It is based on a combination of frequency, impact, and persistence of usability problem.  The ratings follow a 0 to 4 scale and map to the following information:

0 = No usability problem

1 = Cosmetic problem only: fix as time allows

2 = Minor usability problem: low priority fix

3 = Major usability problem: high priority fix

4 = Usability catastrophe: imperative fix 

Observations
As outlined above, Google News incorporates a simple design which makes navigation and comprehension quite simple tasks.  Such a structure allows users to quickly scan, search, and access news.  As a result, the minor issues that were identified stand out and their correction would truly benefit the overall experience of using Google News. 

The minor issues that were common to our evaluations fell into the following categories:

· Terminology: Usage of terms such as “ago” in the time-stamping of articles, “relevance” in the sorting of articles, and “in the news” in the classification of articles imposed Google’s views on users.  Instead of doing so, Google News could provide more tangible metrics.  For example including the actual date and time that an article was posted would eliminate questions regarding the definition of “ago”.  Providing a mechanism to sort by popularity (e.g. number of times viewed) would eliminate any disagreement around article relevance.  Along the same lines, given an articles’ inclusion in Google News it is already apparent that the item is “in the news”.  As a result, applying the “in the news” classification is redundant and can be eliminated or simply titled in a more descriptive manner.  
· Navigation: Under this category, link color inconsistencies and transfer between certain aspects of the site were raised most frequently.  In regards to link color, the color used to identify a link had been visited varied between sections of Google News.  As a result, it was difficult to quickly determine if a link was new or had previously been visited.  Such behavior or lack there of, breaks with a well-known, yet unspoken, web standard of keeping users constantly informed of where they have been.  Given Google’s overall focus on ease-of-use and awareness of HCI principles, we were surprised to encounter this issue. 
· Consistency: To prevent confusion and increase the likelihood of positive user experience, websites typically focus on consistency.  In most cases, Google News follows this principle and incorporates practices (e.g. terminology, links, etc.) that are found on Google’s main site.  The differences we identified that raised the most concern were: the inclusion of a redundant search button (e.g. Google News includes Search the Web and Search News vs. Google includes Search the Web and I’m Feeling Lucky), lack of “Advanced Features” on Google News, and variations in the buttons found across the bottom of the Google News’ pages depending on the area of the site being visited.  
Summary
Despite the issues identified above, the overall navigation of Google News is intuitive – especially for browsing and searching.  As a result none of the violations identified deemed Google News ineffectual in its presentation of news.  Instead the items seemed to be more characteristic of Google News’ status as a “beta” site.  Before removing this classification, Google should review the structure of Google News and clear up any items which slow users’ ability to search, browse, or scan for news.   
Heuristic Evaluation
See Appendix B and Appendix C
2.2.3 User Task Analysis

Background

Five individuals were asked to perform seven tasks.  The tasks covered search (general, subject), casual browsing, page layout, features, and documentation.  These areas were selected because they represent the main aspects of the Google News site. Scenarios were provided to set the context and make the tasks seem more realistic.  Each individual was asked to work through the tasks and provide feedback both during and upon completion.  The “talk out loud” method was used, because it provides insight into actual perceptions and attitudes while addressing a specific task.  Such information serves as a contrast to feedback gathered upon completion. At that time, the individual may have thought through (e.g. refined) their input or simply be reflecting upon the elation felt after completing a task. 
Observations
To facilitate analysis, observations were gathered in an excel document.  Each task took between two to four minutes to complete.  As a result, most people finished all seven within 20 to 30 minutes.  Such timing worked well, because individuals perceived 30 minutes as the threshold between just enough and too much time to spend participating in this activity.  In addition, given the timing, individuals did not feel overwhelmed when a few interview questions were asked upon completion. 
Observations can be broken down across the categories being covered. They are as follows:

· Search (general, subject):  Even though participants were able to accomplish the tasks quickly, they identified a number of improvements, which had they been available, would have helped their search.  Specifically individuals would have liked to have been able to limit their search to certain news sources (i.e. New York Times, Washington Post etc.) and categories (e.g. sports). These categories are represented down the left hand navigation bar within Google News.  
· Casual browsing:  Sort by Date and Sort by Relevance are easy to locate on the search results page.  Some individuals questioned the meaning of “Relevance”.  These comments reflected the issues outlined in the Heuristics section of this document
· Page layout:  Unfortunately the top portion of the Google News homepage seemed to present the most confusion.  When asked to identify “Top News Stories” individuals debated about whether the items mentioned underneath the two main stories should also be considered "Top News Stories".  In the end most individuals came up with the same figure (e.g. there were seven Top News Stories), but improvements to the page layout could eliminate confusion around what seems to be a simply classification task. 
· Features: Google News offers very few features.  Those which are provided are easy to locate and use.  As a result, people completed this task very quickly.  If additional features are provided, hopefully their inclusion will not detract from Google News’ overall ease-of-use.
· Documentation: Most sites provide links to corporate or comprehensive information (e.g. About Us, Employment, Site Map, Help, etc) within one of the navigation frames.  Google News follows this common practice and provides a link to the “About Google News” page within the left hand navigation bar. Individuals who use the Internet quite frequently quickly found this link.  A few people commented that it would have been more appropriate to include the link at the bottom of the page.  Even though quite a few sites place links to corporate and sitewide information at the bottom of the page (e.g. About Us, Employment, Site Map, Help, etc) doing so may require scrolling. By including the “About Google News” link on the left hand navigation, it is immediately visible when an individual enters Google News.
Summary

Google is well-known for its ease of use.  As Google’s area of expertise is search, it makes sense that individuals had little or no difficulty completing the tasks which focused on search.  In addition, due to the simple page layout – again reflective of Google’s minimalist structure – completion of the page layout, features, and documentation tasks were completed quickly and very few recommendations were provided.  The improvements which were identified tended to focus on more detailed features, such as limiting searches to specific news sources and categories.  Such requests could be incorporated into an Advanced Search option.  Even though Google’s main site offers this option, it is currently not available within Google News. 
Heuristic Evaluation
See Appendix D
APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
1. From what sources do you obtain news information? (circle all that apply)

a. Television

b. Radio

c. Newspaper (physical)

a. News magazine (physical)

b. Online (Mainstream Sources: newspapers/publications/content sites)

c. Online (Non-Mainstream Sources:  portals, weblogs, community sites, newslists)

d. Other _________________________________________________________________________

2. How much time do you actively devote to reading/viewing/listening to news per week?

a. < 1 hr/wk.

b. 1-3 hrs/wk

c. 4-7 hrs./wk

d. 8-10 hrs/wk.

e. > 10 hrs/wk.


3. How often do you use the Google News beta site?



a. Never

b. Every Day

c. Once a week

d. Once a month

e. Other.  If so, how often?  ______________


4. If you use the Google News beta site, how would you compare it with other news aggregators such as Yahoo! News or MSN News?

a. Better than other sites

b. Comparable to other sites

c. Worse than other sites

d. Please explain your choice: ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. If you read news online, how would you describe your method(s) for retrieving/accessing news (circle all that apply)

a. Search for specific articles

b. Browse current/ archived headlines in Site’s main layout (ex: NY Times front page layout)

c. Browse sections by topic of interest

d. Other (please describe) _______________________________________________________

6. How important to you is the ability to search for news content within a particular region?  (i.e. Bay Area, Hong Kong, Middle East)

a. Very Important

b. Important

c. Somewhat Important

d. Not Important

e. Don’t Care


7. How important to you is the ability to search for news content by publication?  (i.e. New York Times or CNN.com)

a. Very Important

b. Important

c. Somewhat Important

d. Not Important

e. Don’t Care

8. How important is the ability to customize your online news by: (circle all that apply)

a. Subject (i.e. Sports, Technology)

b. Region (i.e. Bay Area, Middle East)

c. News Source (i.e. New York Times, Washington Post)

d. Page Layout (i.e. select where articles appear on the page)

e. Related articles

f. Defining alerts (i.e. receive a message when news on a specific subject is posted)

g. Other _________________________________

e. Customizing news is not important to me


9. How important is it to have access to historical news (e.g. news more than 30 days old)?

a. Very Important

b. Important

c. Somewhat Important

d. Not Important

e. Don’t Care

10. If you use Google News beta, are you satisfied with the overall ease of your use?

a. Haven't used it yet

b. Yes

c. No  -   If no, please explain how it is not easy to find what you are looking for:

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11. If you use Google News beta, are you satisfied with the articles and content available on the front page and subject pages? 

a. Haven't used it yet

b. Yes

c. No  -   If no, please explain how the front page or subject page articles and content returned are not satisfactory::
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

12. If you use Google News beta, are you satisfied with your search results when you conduct specific searches on news articles?

a. Haven't used it yet

b. Yes

c. No  -   If no, please explain how items returned are not satisfactory:
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

APPENDIX B – HEURISTIC EVALUATION
Dick Miller
Web Site Evaluation Criteria by Dick Miller

· http://cafe.pmug.org/%7Edick_miller/HeuristicCatDescriptions.html
· http://cafe.pmug.org/%7Edick_miller/Heuristic%20checklist.html
Severity Ratings

0 = I don't agree that this is a usability problem at all 
1 = Cosmetic problem only: need not be fixed unless extra time is available on project 
2 = Minor usability problem: fixing this should be given low priority 
3 = Major usability problem: important to fix, so should be given high priority 
4 = Usability catastrophe: imperative to fix this before product can be released

Appropriate use of web technologies: 

· Miller: 
· Leading-edge technologies are not employed for their own sake, but in order to meet an important business, learning, or information need. For example, use of frames is kept to a minimum, and do not interfere or confuse users’ mental models of the site. In addition graphics are kept to a minimum and are used only for providing necessary information.  The same notion applies to animated graphics, sound and video. They should not be used unless they meet an important business, learning, or information need that cannot be addressed with simpler technology. If these advanced are used, accommodation is made for users who turn off graphic information displays in their browser. 

· Google News:
· Google News is relatively simple in design and does not employ any large graphics, or other technologies that would required users to have special programs (ie QuickTime, Acrobat, Windows Media applications) in order to view content.  Frames are used, but kept to a minimum and are consistently used within the site.  Graphics used consist of the Google News logo, the Google menu and Google News menu.  Thumbnail photos are used which link to the stories they are associated with, and are small and appropriately labeled with text links to the same stories.  [Severity rating:  0]
· Google News has a Text Version link at the far left of the site.  This link takes the user to a text only version, without thumbnails.  The text version follows the same site logic, with TOP STORIES listed first.  Five or six stories, with the same coloring and logic are listed, and a menu appears in the upper left to jump to section headings like Business, Heath, etc.  If more stories are desired, however, the user must go back to the more graphical version of Google news, to link to the section, scroll to the Business section header, and click on Business, to see maybe twenty stories in the section.  It would be very useful to have a direct link from the text section to view all the text headlines under a section or in TOP

Non-confusing links and URLs

· Miller: 
· Links and URLs are unambiguous, clear, and specific, and are as brief as possible. For example URLs should contain human-readable directory and file names that reflect the nature of the information space. From the text of the link users should be able to tell where they will go when they click on it. In order to reduce the possibility of typos, they should be in all lower case and include no special characters. 

· Google News:

· Links for headline stories do not change color after they are visited. [Severity rating:  3]
· Links to 2 additional stories on the same topic, with headline and news outlet, are smaller blue than the featured headline, after visiting the site turns a lavender color, which is very similar to the blue, and difficult to distinguish from the headlines not visited. [Severity rating:  3]

· Links (usually four) to additional stories on the same topic, underneath the blue links and story summary, are in green and listed only by news outlet.  These links are not bolded, and do not change color upon visiting them.  [Severity rating:  3]
· A bolded green link follows the previous three categories of links, listing the total related stories aggregated by Google News.  This link, upon visiting, does not change color.  [Severity rating:  3]
· To the right of Top Stories, Google News shows five stories, each with a bolded blue headline, which upon visiting, turns light lavender.  Because these links are bolded, the lavender is more apparent than when the font to a blue link in not bolded, but it still difficult to tell what has been visited and what has not.  [Severity rating:  3]
· The headlines on the right are followed by non-linked gray colored news outlet descriptor, which is inconsistent with the Top Stories linking logic on the left side of Google News or with the sections below.  The headlines (point 1 above) are followed by bolded gray news outlet descriptors, and these right side headlines should follow with the same sort of bolding for consistency.  [Severity rating:  2]
· The IN THE NEWS section contains two word blue non-bolded links to story topics.  Oddly, under TOP STORIES, there was a story “Bodyguards of "Chemical Ali" found” which under IN THE NEWS, was listed as “Hong Kong”.  When Hong Kong was visited from the top page, it did not change color.  But in the subpage, aggregating all the news stories on this topic, the Bodyguards story was first, and was lavender because it had been visited from the TOP STORIES page.  Since the Bodyguard story is related to Iraq, and the Hong Kong stories are related to SARS, this seems both a flaw in the system, as well as pointing to an inconsistency in the linking.  When the back button returned to the TOP STORIES page, the Bodyguards story was dark blue again.  Consistency, and different coloring for the links visited, is recommended.  [Severity rating:  3]
· Sometimes links are not the exact headline of the story, so the link to “ ‘Hundreds dead’ in Congo Massacres” goes to the story with the headline, “Congo Massacre ‘leaves 1000 dead’.”  This restating is inconsistently applied.  Most of the time, headlines are repeated.  It is not clear why they would restate, and when this is done.  But for users to follow links to stories that don’t quite match, it is confusing[Severity rating:  2]
· Links are viewable at the bottom, in lower case, and it is apparent where the go, at least from the beginning of the link because it is the news outlet’s homepage, but the rest of the link construction and logic is dependent on the information and story naming convention used by each news outlet as Google News is dependent on them for links to the stories.  Google News does not make the links to the specific stories, nor do they appear to have any effect on the naming convention.  [Severity rating:  0]
Appropriate chunking of information and level of detail: 

· Miller: 
· Information is organized in such a way that it occupies at least most of a screen. For example if a page requires several screens, there are intra-page links to subsections of the page from both the top and bottom of the page. In addition horizontal scrolling of pages is never required and vertical scrolling is kept to a minimum.

· Google News

· Information presented on Google News occupies most of the screen, regardless of the window browser size.  Information resizes to accommodate the window size, minimizing horizontal scrolling.  Vertical scrolling is extensive, but this makes sense because news story links and descriptions are kept short, and the point of the site is to aggregate many stories either by topic or under the text only view.  It is not excessive.  Intrapage linking allow user to jump between sections of a long vertical page.  [Severity rating:  0.
· Level of detail after story headlines is a line or two summarizing the story.  This amount of detail appears appropriate.  [Severity rating:  0]

Information kept up to date;

· Miller: 
· Even though currency depends upon the nature of the information, no pages exist whose information is out of date. To ascertain this information, the top of each page should include the revision date for that page, or other pertinent information (such as version number or publication date for paper documents) that will help users to determine whether the information is current. 4-digit year formats are used for clarity. Note: In situations where revision dates of page components are more important than that of the page itself the page revision date may be omitted, providing that each component of the page has a revision date displayed at its beginning.

· Google News

· Pages are auto-generated, and there appears to be a push feature, where the window, if left open on the general Google News over time, and then stories are clicked from this general page, pushes through updated materials with updated time marks.  There are three stages in which one interacts with Google News.  [Severity rating:  0]
· Time is registered in the top site in two ways:  The upper right gray bar contains a notation about time “Auto-generated [image: image1.png]


20 minutes ago 06 Apr at 18:28 GMT”  which seems to be hardcoded into the webpage, upon opening the Google News page, or hitting the refresh button.  However the refresh is confusing, because after this tag said it was “auto-generated 20 minutes ago”, the refresh produced this tag: “auto-generated 12 minutes ago.”  In addition to when the site was auto-generated, Headline stories have a tag underneath the headline-link which says “1 hour ago” or something like it.  This is confusing, because it is difficult to say where the “ago” started, because stories are posted on news outlet sites around the world, in addition to the fact that daylight savings is observed in different ways around the world.  Whether this means the story was posted one hour ago, or it was grabbed by the auto-generator one hour before, and therefore is new to Google News as of one hour ago, is difficult to tell.  However, if the times are relatively short, it probably doesn’t matter.  But when using the search function, knowing when stories were published is what is desired, and it appears that the publishing date is what is referenced below the headline.  [Severity rating: 2]
Support of de facto standards:

· Miller: 
· De facto standard colors are used for unvisited and visited links. In addition pages are displayed in such a way that those who choose to change default display characteristics to accommodate visual impairments or preferences may do so without loss of information.
· Google News

· De facto standard colors are not used for unvisited and visited links, and this is reviewed in Section 1 above.  [Severity rating:  3]
· Pages all appear to be changeable regarding visual display without loss of information.  [Severity rating:  0]
Appropriate download times:

· Miller: 
· Page download times for the least sophisticated hardware/software configuration (typically, a computer several years old using a dial-up connection) typically do not exceed 10 seconds. In rare cases, an occasional page download time of 15 seconds may be permitted.

· Google News

· Download times are primarily for text with a couple of thumbnail news photos, on the Google News site is very fast, and does not exceed 10 seconds.  However, links going to news outlets, depending on the graphical nature and arrangement of independent sites can take much longer.  Google News cannot control the ways other sites are arranged.  [Severity rating: 0]
Wide-ranging platform support

· Miller: 
· Displays are viewable on screens with 800X600 resolution. In addition the site works as intended for all reasonable combinations of hardware and operating system and browser software.

· Google News

· 600x800 resolution works for Google News.

· Google News appears to be useable from a variety of hardware and software, although it was not tested on hardware beyond mac and pc systems, using either Mac OS X or Windows operating systems, and using either Mozilla, Netscape, or IE.  [Severity rating: 0]
Accurate and usable printing of pages:

· Miller: 
· Each page is printable unless there is a business or learning reason not to do so. Printed pages are completely legible and contain all information displayed on the screen, with the possible exception of graphics that do not convey important information.  If the printed version of a page needs to be significantly different from the displayed version, a "printer-friendly" version of the page is available.

· Google News

· Pages from Google News are printable, without problems.  Pages are legible, and other settings, such as landscape and black and white, all print normally and legibly.  There is not a printer friendly version, but much of the site is text and so this appears to not be necessary in a couple of tests of different printing settings for sizes, layouts and graphical content tests.  [Severity rating:   0]
Clean, professional visual appeal:

· Miller: 
· Screens take advantage of white space to guide the viewer’s eye through the display of information on the page.  As a result excessive graphics; a variety of font families, sizes, and styles; or overly bright colors are not used unless there is a compelling business or learning reason to do so.  In addition each page is identifiable as belonging to a specific site in order to assist users in their navigation of the site, navigation mechanisms are easy to find and use, and backgrounds are white or pale pastel colors, with contrasting text colors and saturations.  Textured and patterned backgrounds are used only when they do not interfere with the clear, legible, and usable display of information.  Minimalist principles should apply to fonts, and only one to two (or, at most, three) families per page. Fonts (style, color, saturation) are easy to read. For example sans serif fonts are recommended for headlines, serif for body text. Fonts are legible in both on-screen and printed versions. Line length is short enough that readers do not have to turn their heads side-to-side to read complete lines of text, even on very large monitors.

· Google News

· Google News appears to use one font, simple colors such as black, blue and green on a white field, with a red and yellow added into the mix in the Google News logo and in the section headers with corresponding logo colors.  Coloring is used very simply, and other than the linking inconsistency with colors mentioned above, the site’s overall use of colors is not too much.  [Severity rating:  0]
· The top page and subpages are clearly part of Google News and Google, as the logo and colors are simply and clearly used to make clear that the user is at this site.  Clicking on a link to a news story means the browser moves directly into a distinctly new and different site.  [Severity rating:  0]
· Navigation mechanisms are easy to see and use, and there are few choices, but useful choices, for the site, including search for either news or the entire web, as well as the regular Google sections above the search bar, and the News choices on the left. [Severity rating:  0]
APPENDIX B – HEURISTIC EVALUATION

Jakob Nielsen
Ten Usability Heuristics by Jakob Nielsen
· http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/heuristic_list.html
Page Key

Global – A heuristic violation throughout entire Google News Beta

Home - A heuristic violation only within the Home page or the index page of Google News Beta

Subject - A heuristic violation within a subject or category page such as World or Sports

Related - A heuristic violation within a page listing articles relating to a headline

Search - A heuristic violation within a search results page 

Severity Ratings

0 = I don't agree that this is a usability problem at all 
1 = Cosmetic problem only: need not be fixed unless extra time is available on project 
2 = Minor usability problem: fixing this should be given low priority 
3 = Major usability problem: important to fix, so should be given high priority 
4 = Usability catastrophe: imperative to fix this before product can be released

Visibility of system status

· Nielsen

· The system should always keep users informed about what is going on, through appropriate feedback within reasonable time.
· Google News

· The Green publisher links underneath each headline don’t change color for visited or active states, while other links, such as the headlines, do change color. Link colors provide important contextual information to users. [Global, Severity 3]
· Once a headline is clicked, a user is taken to the publisher’s page where they can read the full story, however, they lose the context of the Google News Beta because the article loads in the same page. The user may not be entirely clear as to where they are, even with the option of the back button. Additionally, by allowing an article to load in a new page a user can always toggle back to the Google News Beta and perform more searches. [Global, Severity 2]  

Match between system and the real world

· Nielsen

· The system should speak the users' language, with words, phrases and concepts familiar to the user, rather than system-oriented terms. Follow real-world conventions, making information appear in a natural and logical order.
· Google News

· There doesn’t appear to be an obvious ordering of headlines within subject sections. Headlines are not sorted by default chronological order. It is left up to the user to wonder if headlines lower in order are less important or less popular than headlines near the top of the list. An option to sort by date/time and an explanation of how headlines are ordered, possibly in the About Google News page, would help clarify any confusion to users. [Global, Severity 2] 

User control and freedom

· Nielsen

· Users often choose system functions by mistake and will need a clearly marked "emergency exit" to leave the unwanted state without having to go through an extended dialogue. Support undo and redo.
· Google News

· Although not a violation of the current site, a feature to consider would be allowing the user to save a few previous searches so they can easily redo a search without having to retype it. 

Consistency and standards

· Nielsen

· Users should not have to wonder whether different words, situations, or actions mean the same thing. Follow platform conventions.
· Google News

· The right section of the divided Top Stories  section is not formatted consistently with the rest of the headlines on the same page. Only the title of the headline, publisher, and link to related articles appears. Because of their minimalist formatting these headlines may appear less important to the user, yet they are listed above the page fold. One of the more important discrepancies is the lack of a time/date stamp, a feature of every other headline in the site. [Home, Severity 3]
· At the very bottom of the home page is a section entitled More Top Stories. This section has a gray line across the top. This is inconsistent with the red color associated with the Top Stories navigation link and section header. Additionally, there is no link or indicator in the Top Stories section indicating that there are indeed More Top Stories below the fold. It seems more practical to group all top stories together but if More Top Stories is to remain, the line across the top should be colored red and there should be a clear means of indicating the existence of More Top Stories on the home page within the Top Stories section. [Home, Severity 2] 

· In addition to the Top Stories section on the home page, every subject page contains a list of Top News headlines underneath the navigation. Most of these headlines overlap with headlines from Top Stories so why not title this list Top Stories?  [Subject, Severity 1]
· From the home page there is a link titled Text Version. This link leads to a page simply listing sectioned headlines without any thumbnails. The text version limits each section to 6 articles. This is fine except if a user wishes to view more than six headlines in a section she must return to the graphical version and click on the section link for more headlines. To solve this, the Text Version could simply provide a link, within each section, to more headlines. [Home > Text Version, Severity 2] 

· The Top News list formats the headlines and their publishers as links. In keeping with consistency the headlines should indeed be links, but making the publishers a link simply introduces redundancy and inconsistency because both the headline and publisher links act as two entry points to the same story. [Subject, Severity 1]
· Search and related articles pages have minor formatting inconsistencies. The time/date of each headline should be bolded as it is in other headlines throughout the site. [Search, Related, Severity 1]
· Cross browser inconsistency. The link Make Google News Your Homepage appears in IE 6 but not in Mozilla 1.2.1 [Home, Severity 1]
· The html table containing the navigation seems to expand a bit when a user clicks on the Entertainment link. This deviation is barely noticeable. [Global, Severity 1]
· The footer links for pages displaying search results and related articles are inconsistent with the footer links for the subject pages and the home page. The footer links should be consistent across the site and pertain specifically to Google News [Search, Related, Severity 1]
· The Google News search field has a Search the Web button next to the Search News button. Users of Google.com may be slightly confused because this position is normally occupied with the button I’m Feeling Lucky. Although this may be slightly confusing for new users and even adds a bit of redundancy because there’s a tab above the search field that lets you search the web, this is likely not a feature that warrants a violation.  [Global, Severity 0]
Error prevention

· Nielsen

· Even better than good error messages is a careful design which prevents a problem from occurring in the first place.
· Google News
· Given the simplicity of the Google News site – and Google’s sites in general – it is very difficult for an individual to encounter an error when interacting with the site.  Instead any “errors” might be attributed to outdated links (e.g. clicking on a lick returned by a Google search brings the user to a site which is no longer available) or server issues at the site being linked to from Google.  These might be classified as “errors” with Google’s spiders (e.g. programs which query and bring back search information), but I believe most individuals would not associate such difficulties with Google.  [Global, Severity 0]
· An individual might misspell a word when entering a search string.  In such instances, Google News recommends another search term and outlines other ways to return search values.  The note also directs people back to Google News homepage in case the best remedy is to start from the homepage all over again.  The only issue with this method is individuals might want Google News to correct misspellings or put more effort into preventing searches which return zero matches. Severity Rating: 0 – I don’t agree that this is a usability problem at all [Search, Severity 0]
Recognition rather than recall

· Nielsen

· Make objects, actions, and options visible. The user should not have to remember information from one part of the dialogue to another. Instructions for use of the system should be visible or easily retrievable whenever appropriate.
· Google News

· It is unclear as to why Google News has an In the News section since presumably these headlines are what’s In the News. Google News should be clearer in stating why these linked terms are especially significant. [Home, Severity 1]
· Because some users scan headlines, it would reduce their cognitive load if the current day’s headlines contained dates/times of one color while older headlines contained dates/times of another color. [Global, Severity 1]
Flexibility and efficiency of use

· Nielsen

· Accelerators -- unseen by the novice user -- may often speed up the interaction for the expert user such that the system can cater to both inexperienced and experienced users. Allow users to tailor frequent actions.
· Google News

· To stay consistent with Google.com and to empower more sophisticated news searchers, Google News should have an advanced search option. [Global, Severity 1]
· If a user enters a term in the Google.com search field and selects the News tab, the term will not appear in the search field of the Google News page. This is inconsistent with how other tabbed sections operate. The search term persists when users select any tab other than News. [Google.com, Severity 2] 

Aesthetic and minimalist design

· Nielsen
· Dialogues should not contain information which is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every extra unit of information in a dialogue competes with the relevant units of information and diminishes their relative visibility.
· Google News

· The only areas which seem “extra” are (1) the inclusion of an “In the News” section below the Top Stories section and (2) the five headlines included to the right of the Top Stories section.  The two or three word descriptions used for the In The News items do not provide enough insight into the stories to be useful.  Nor is it clear how, or if, they are related to the Top Stories.  The same questions arise in relation to the five headlines to the right of the Top Stories.  The cover other areas besides Top Stories and seem to be teasers used to draw people into other aspects of the Google News homepage and site.  As a result, including these extra areas seems unnecessary and breaks with Google’s otherwise minimalist design. [Home, Severity 2]
Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors

· Nielsen

· Error messages should be expressed in plain language (no codes), precisely indicate the problem, and constructively suggest a solution. 
· Google News

· As errors fall under the responsibility of linked site, Google News could help users by detecting a linked site was not available before the user was brought to the site, it could incorporate the “error message” inside a Google News frame – thus allowing the user to quickly go back and pursue other links within the Google News site. [Search, Severity 1]
· If an individual goes into Preferences and changes the Interface Language to, say Russian, certain aspects of Google News will be represented in this language.  Specifically the Global Preferences, Sort By links, and tabs to other Google sites will be depicted in the interface language.  If the individual chooses this language by accident, it is difficult to identify the correct language because the choices will all have been translated and may not be understandable.  To overcome this issue, one needs to use their back button and return to a page before the Interface Language was changed. [Global, Severity 2]
Help and documentation

· Nielsen

· Even though it is better if the system can be used without documentation, it may be necessary to provide help and documentation. Any such information should be easy to search, focused on the user's task, list concrete steps to be carried out, and not be too large.
· Google News

· When drilling down into the related articles pages the user is given the option to sort by relevance. There should probably be more documentation on the subject of relevance and how Google achieves it in the About Google News page [Related, Severity 2]
APPENDIX D – USER TASK ANALYSIS

Search – Task 1
· SCENARIO 1 - GIANT SEA CREATURE: You’re writing an article about giant sea creatures. Two weeks ago your neighbor told you about a recent discovery involving a massive squid or some other sea creature. You would like to include a paragraph or two about this recent discovery in your article, but you need to find information referencing it.

· TASK: Find three articles from mainstream online news sources (i.e. New York Times, Washington Post etc.) referencing the latest discovery your neighbor told you about. The three articles you select should provide enough information to help you write a few paragraphs on the topic. (They need not be the first three articles you find. You will not actually be writing anything.) 
Search – Task 2

· SCENARIO 2 - NAPSTER BOOK REVIEW: A new book about the Napster just came out, and you’re interested in reading a few reviews. To complete this task you do not need to know the name of the book

· TASK - PART 1: Find the Salon.com article that reviews this book. Note: Do not go to salon.com. 
· TASK - PART 2: Find 2 additional articles reviewing the book.
Subject Search
· SCENARIO 3 - GIANTS VS. DODGERS: The Giants played the Dodgers in April 2003. You, a die-hard Giants fan, missed the game.

· TASK: Find the score from the Giants-Dodgers game.
Casual Browsing

· SCENARIO 4 - RECENT NEWS ON SARS: Before this whole SARS epidemic broke out you were thinking of traveling to Hong Kong over the summer. You decide to read the latest news on the outbreak. 

· TASK: Find the 5 most recent articles relating to the SARS epidemic.

Page Layout

· SCENARIO 5 - TOP NEWS STORIES: Your boss wants a list of today’s top stories.

· TASK: Count how many Top News Stories there are on the Google News home page. (You do not need to use the search box for this task).
Features

· SCENARIO 6 - VIEW WITHOUT PHOTOS: You’re accessing Google News from a really slow connection and the thumbnail photos are taking a while to download. You don’t care about viewing the photos; you just want to browse headlines.

· TASK: Find out if Google News addresses this problem.
Documentation

· SCENARIO 7 - HOW DOES GOOGLE NEWS WORK: You’re wondering how Google News figures out which headlines to include.

· TASK: Find the page that outlines how Google News works.

