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1. Introduction

The Prototype

In the fall quarter of 2006, the CSC 402 Software Requirements class gathered requirements for Intuit’s QuickBooks Employee Portal. Towards the end of the quarter, all three teams designed horizontal prototypes, that is, a prototype demonstrating how the user interface will tie various features together.

For the evaluation, we chose the prototype that was the most complete and well-developed. The prototype was developed by Stephen on Team JFKs. Several of the features were partially implemented.
The Method

We elected to use the DECIDE framework for usability evaluation. In a planning meeting a committee applied the framework to the prototype and generated an evaluation plan and a short survey. Predictive evaluation requires experts, so we employed ourselves and filled out the surveys. Finally, we aggregated the results and formulated them in a presentation and this summary.
2. Evaluation Plan
Determine the Goals

Check that the user interface is consistent both with the real-world representation and with itself, and that it does not pose serious limitations.

Explore the Questions

1. Is completing this task easier than the non-Portal version?

2. Is the interface consistent with the non-Portal version?

3. Is the interface consistent with the rest of the system?

4. Is the interface compatible with your situation? (i. e. resolution, input devices, disabilities)

5. Can the next step intuitively be determined?

6. Do unexpected results appear?

Choose the Evaluation Paradigm and Techniques

We have chosen a predictive-evaluation model. We have made a questionnaire that we will distribute to our experts.

Identify Practical Issues

1. The evaluation team may not have the domain knowledge to evaluate the system.

2. The evaluation team may not be representative of the user base.

3. The evaluation team needs access to the prototype.

4. The evaluation team members must individually sign Non-Disclosure Agreements.

Decide on Ethical Issues

1. The evaluation team must comply with the Non-Disclosure Agreement.

2. The evaluation team must not reveal the identities of the prototype’s development team.

Evaluate, Interpret and Present the Data

The following issues affect how we interpret our data.
Reliability

Each member of the evaluation team may have varying experiences with the system. Likewise, each evaluator may have differing scales of measurement. As a result, the evaluation processes will have a low to medium reliability.

One member had no experience whatsoever with the system and the domain, which improved reliability and reduced bias significantly.
Validity

Our evaluation technique is valid if it measures consistency and finds serious limitations. An expert predictive evaluation will likely accomplish this. Trying to measure the functionality underlying the user interface is not appropriate for this usability evaluation.
Bias

Since none of us worked on the prototype in question, there is not likely to be much bias. However, most of the evaluation team completed similar prototypes; therefore, the evaluation team should not assume that their own prototypes are better than the one being evaluated.

Scope

Our model predicts common users’ behavior; therefore, the results can be used to describe novices learning to use the system.
Ecological Validity

The evaluation may have differing results due to varying web browsers, operating systems, and input/output devices.

3. Results

Attaining Goals

We reached our goal of evaluating the user interface for consistency and limitations, and found several of each.
Survey Results
Is completing the task easier than in the non-Portal version?

Easier

· When completing a timesheet, hours worked are calculated automatically, rather than needing to sum them manually or enter them into a spreadsheet.

· Rejecting documents is somewhat less work than in real life, where you would have to stamp documents and transport them back to the employee, who would have to fill in a new form.
· The approve/reject interface has lots of options for filtering and sorting, which would not be available in a paper-based workflow.
More difficult

None identified.

Is the interface consistent with the non-Portal version?

Consistent

· When completing the timesheet, we found that it is very similar to the paper version.
Not Consistent

· When rejecting or approving documents, we found that it is very similar to the paper version but more formal since the employer explicitly has to approve documents instead of just archiving them.
Is the interface consistent with the rest of the system?

Consistent

· Aside from the administrator view, the tabs, picture, and tagline were exactly the same throughout the system.
Not Consistent

· When completing the timesheet, we found that it was much “fancier” than the rest of the tabs. For example, the timesheet allowed the user to open a calendar and choose the date to input. 
· We found that the print paystubs tab looks less attractive than the rest of the system.

· When rejecting or approving timesheets, we found that icons such as the thumbs down, thumbs up, and delete were not used anywhere else in the system.
Is the interface compatible with your situation? (i.e. resolution, input devices, disabilities)

Compatible

None identified.

Not Compatible

· When logged into administrator mode, the numbers of tabs exceed the width of the screen and wraps over rows.

· The vertical layout wraps so that navigation is above the form body, looking awkward. Novices might not actually find the form because it is “below the fold”.

· We are not yet sure whether the interface is accessible to disabled users.

Can the next step intuitively be determined?

Intuitive

· We believe that the log-in and splash could be combined into one screen.

· When printing paystubs, it will automatically trigger the printing to help novice users.

Non-intuitive

· When filling out the timesheet, it is unclear what the Start, Stop, the Possible Replacement Box refers to. It is also unclear what the “No unsubmitted timesheets found” message refers to.

· When rejecting and approving timesheets, there should be text to explain the icons displayed. For example, it is not obvious how to close documents. The icon “X” could mean either close or delete, possibly leading users to delete something important.

· When changing the company logo and information, it is unclear where it will be used. The user does not have a choice of what images they may choose and may not realize that fully-qualified URLs will work.

Do unexpected results appear?

Unexpected Results

· When filling out the timesheet, there is no validation when a user inputs the start and stop times. For example, it will not complain if the user does not enter a number or other valid value.

· We might expect filtering by a document type would automatically expand the parent node.

Practical Issues

We tackled the practical issues as follows:
The evaluation team may not have the domain knowledge to evaluate the system

This was not an issue for most of the team. For the one member without domain knowledge, it turned out to be an invaluable asset to have a novice try the system, since that revealed usability problems that we had become blind to.
The evaluation team may not be representative of the user base

Although the aforementioned novice user helped, we are still a very homogenous group of male, college-age, educated computer scientists and software engineers.
The evaluation team needs access to the prototype

The developer and developing team granted access with no objections. There were a few problems with server load.
The evaluation team members must individually sign Non-Disclosure Agreements

We asked Intuit, who readily provided an NDA since their representative knew the person already.
Ethical Issues

The evaluation team must comply with the Non-Disclosure Agreement

The team ensured that the member that had not previously signed such an agreement was not given access until Intuit had cleared him.
The evaluation team must not reveal the identities of the prototype’s development team

Given that the 402 team and the 484 team overlapped so much, it was difficult to keep the secret, and it was revealed through a slip of the tongue during the presentation. However, the damage done was probably not great in this case. 
Interpretation Issues

Reliability

We improved reliability by letting each team member collect data individually (to avoid groupthink) and then discuss results in a meeting (to promote uniform evaluation standards).

Validity

We kept on task, measuring consistency and seeking limitations.
Bias

We were somewhat surprised at the level of bias revealed by the novice user mentioned earlier. Most of us were biased in that we knew the terminology of the domain quite well.

Ecological Validity

During presentation we noticed that disabling JavaScript on the presentation computer would effectively disable the prototype.

4. Conclusion

Overall, the prototype represents a good first step toward a usable interface, with some nice touches that increase usability.

The problem areas we identified mainly regard how intuitive and consistent the system is. They should be easily remedied for a more useable interface.

Appendix: Survey Form

The following survey was a result of the DECIDE process and was used to collect data from our experts.

Survey

In each box except for question 6, enter a number between 1 (not at all) and 10 (completely) or N/A if the criterion is not applicable. For question 6, enter “yes” or “no”. Please make sure to fill in the comment field. In the criteria, “the non-Portal version” refers to paper forms or other traditional means of entering the information.

	Criterion/Task
	Log in/out
	Timesheet
	Print paystubs
	Approve/ reject
	Company information
	Comments

	1. Is completing this task easier than the non-Portal version?
	N/A
	
	N/A
	
	N/A
	

	2. Is the interface consistent with the non-Portal version?
	N/A
	
	N/A
	
	N/A
	

	3. Is the interface consistent with the rest of the system?
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Is the interface compatible with your situation? (i. e. resolution, input devices, disabilities)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Can the next step intuitively be determined?
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6. Do unexpected results appear?
	
	
	
	
	
	


