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Executive Summary


The gamespot usability testing group examined the Web site www.gamespot.com to determine a user’s ease of navigation and information retrieval. The group began with a preliminary period of intensive research of the Web site itself in order to design a suitable usability test. After completion of the test design, the team administered the usability test to a target audience and examined the results.

The testing group made several notable observations of the testing results. The primary observation among the results indicated an initial period of poor usability ratings, with succeeding exercises indicating a steady improvement in Web site usability. The trend repeated itself frequently enough throughout the body of test participants as to form a noticeable pattern of improved usability that revealed exposure time to the Web site as the main variable responsible for the predictable variation.

 The results indicated that users required an initial period of familiarization to effectively navigate the site. The familiarization period translates into a “learning curve” which can be minimized to a significant extent through the implementation of the usability testing team’s recommendations. The most important recommendation made by the group to rectify the identified problem is the addition of a specialized search bar that would remove the need to understand the organization of the site in order to complete tasks.  
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Introduction

The Web site www.gamespot.com is dedicated to informing users about various aspects of entertainment software. The Web site specifically devotes a great deal of space and detail to providing previews of upcoming software releases as well as reviews of those currently released.


The information offered by the site is useful to a variety of users, and is especially useful to parents and other interested individuals concerned with the content of software. Users can determine whether a game is appropriate for a child by reading the comprehensive reviews found on the Web site.


Given the timely importance of the information contained on the Web site, it is important to make sure that the information is easily accessed and understood by a broad range of site users, some of which may have little experience navigating the Internet. Thus, gamespot.com is an excellent candidate for a formal evaluation of usability.

Methods

Initial Web site research and findings. The team began the evaluation with a concentrated period of research into the construction and content of the Web site. The initial focus of the research examined how the Web site organized information on each page. The team discovered that the particular manner in which each page displayed information determined how the user accessed further information. In general, the Web site organized information from broad to specific, with the broadest information and headings appearing on the main page. The broad-to-specific configuration is logical and intuitive, and gamespot.com rarely deviated from this template in its arrangement of all major information. The Web site’s consistent display of information in the described manner enabled the team to create a conceptualized flow-chart describing the organization (Figure 1). The chart represents both the organization of information as well as a user’s navigation of the Web site; both ideas converge into the same concept. The flow-chart conceptualizes information displayed on the Web site as possessing a certain level of detail. Tier-1 information is the broadest, and can be found on the main page of the Web site. Tier-2 information is more specific, while Tier 3 information is the most detailed. The chart arranges the information Tiers according to how one piece of information relates to another piece. Tier-2b information, for example, would not allow the user access (via link) to Tier-3c information, but would instead lead to 3b information.


The flow-chart may be read thusly: The information links on the main page that lead to compartmentalized information about each heading are considered Tier-1 information. Tier-2 information would be that found on the new page, while Tier-3 information is that found on a page accessed from a Tier-2 page. The one exception exists with the 2a placeholder, which represents the only major gap between broad and specific information on the Web site: an option is given to access very specific information straight from the home page (Tier-3 information accessed from Tier-1).


An example of the Tier organization would involve a user first accessing the home page (www.gamespot.com) and reviewing the links displayed at the top of the page. The majority of the links lead to more detailed information about their respective gaming consoles, and they would be considered to be Tier-1 information. When, for example, a Tier-1 link on the PlayStation 3 gaming console is activated, the user is then directed to a page on which information specific to that console is displayed. The new links on the second page generally outline choices for even more specific information related to the PlayStation 3 console. Some examples include game reviews and game previews, and these are considered to be Tier-2 information. When a user accesses one of the Tier-2 links, game reviews for example, a new page is displayed which describes very specific information about games reviewed for the PlayStation 3 gaming console. They review would be considered as Tier-3 information. The organization of information is conceptualized in Figure 1.
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The notion that the Web site would make an exception to a very logical and intuitive method of organizing information led to an inquiry of what type of user the Web site was best designed to accommodate. The team hypothesized that inexperienced users may include parents or even grandparents of children who play video games in addition to those new to navigation of the Internet or gamespot.com in particular; and experienced users may include “hardcore” gamers who access the site frequently as well as users who have a great deal of Internet navigation experience.

An examination of the Web site’s users led the team to an inquiry of what types of tasks those users were most likely to pursue. Knowledge of the major types of tasks that users want to accomplish on the Web site would enable the team to construct a useful and relevant usability test at a later point in time.

Usability Test Criteria and Test Creation. The team determined through its initial research that ease of navigation was the key measurable factor in the evaluation of the Web site. The team recognized that ease of navigation affected every user’s ability to complete his or her desired task, and in particular the locating and retrieval of desired information.


The team determined that the user’s ease of navigation could be measured through several different factors that could be developed into a brief and concise usability test. Among these factors, the time required to locate and retrieve certain samples of information signifies a fundamental notion of usability testing: a well-constructed and streamlined Web site requires less time for the user to accomplish a task than a poorly constructed and organized Web site.


The team was also interested in the user’s actions after the information was located. Since a user must easily understand information once it is located, this must factor into a Web site’s overall usability. The team concluded that the level of difficulty in digesting and understanding the information displayed on a Web site contributes significantly to the primary concern for time required to complete a task. Thus, a user’s understanding of retrieved information is integral to the amount of time required to accomplish a task, and therefore the usability of the Web site.


To represent a user’s understanding of information retrieved from the Web site as an integral element of the site’s usability, the team decided to ask the test participants to answer short questions about what they had read. The accuracy of the user’s explanation of an objective question could then be analyzed as part of overall usability. Furthermore, the test administrator would time the whole exercise of information location, retrieval, comprehension, and user explanation together as one time rather than separate the time each segment required.


Finally, the team decided to include a subjective element to the usability test that would allow the test participant to rate the difficulty of locating information on a scale of one to ten, one being the easiest and ten being the most difficult. The same subjective question was also applied to the user’s perceived difficulty in understanding the information once it was found. These questions would help the team understand the correlation between the time required to find information and the perceived user difficulty. The questions would first set a relative mark by which an average time could be correlated to an “easy” subjective rating; and secondly they would provide confirmation (or refutation) of the team’s assumption that exercise completion times longer than an established average would correlate to a user rating the Web site relatively difficulty to use. Additionally, the team would record how many mistakes were made by the participant to further the usefulness and validity of a subjective rating by the participant. The number of errors was manifested as unproductive “clicks” or misguided navigations in the Web site.


The team decided to combine information location, retrieval, comprehension, and explanation into a single exercise, and then present three exercises to each test participant. The inclusion of more than one exercise would provide a more consistent measurement of the Web site’s usability by relieving some of the emphasis on the collection of a single bit of information and place more weight on the user’s experience. The team would then administer the test to at least 15 participants to gain a more accurate representation of a user experience. 

Results


The team administered the usability test to 15 participants. Each test participant completed three exercises that were timed by the test facilitators.


The first observation made by the team involved the relationship between the times recorded for each exercise for any given user. In general, the first exercise required the most time, while the second and third exercises required successively less time to complete. The team took special care in designing each exercise to be as similar as possible to the other two exercises in order to eliminate unnecessary variables. Figure 2 displays the time results of the three exercises for all 15 participants.
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Figure 2

Rounded exercise completion times per user


The second major observation made by the team involved the relationship between the number of errors for each exercise by a particular participant. In general, the number of errors also decreased from one exercise to succeeding exercises. Figure 3 displays the number of errors for the three exercises for all 15 participants. 
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Figure 3

Number of errors per exercise per user

(Note: each participant is separated by a “tic mark” on the x-axis in the figure. Some participants did not register any errors.)


The third and final major observation made by the team involved the relationship between the amount of time a participant required to complete an exercise and the number of errors made by the participant during the exercise. In general, the number of errors decreased with the amount of time required to complete an exercise. The team found the comparison most revealing when it was limited to analyzing a single participant’s performance in the three exercises because of sometimes significant variations in individual performances, although the data supports the trend when the performance of all 15 participants is taken as a whole. Table 1 and Table 2 display a side-by-side comparison of rounded times and exact number of errors for each participant for exercises one and three.

	User
	Time in minutes
	Errors

	1
	1
	0

	2
	1
	0

	3
	1
	0

	4
	2
	2

	5
	2
	0

	6
	2
	0

	7
	2
	0

	8
	1
	0

	9
	2
	0

	10
	30
	0

	11
	1
	0

	12
	1
	0

	13
	1
	0

	14
	1
	0

	15
	3
	5

	User
	Time in minutes
	Errors

	1
	1
	0

	2
	3
	2

	3
	1
	0

	4
	7
	5

	5
	3
	0

	6
	3
	2

	7
	5
	5

	8
	2
	4

	9
	3
	2

	10
	30
	0

	11
	5
	1

	12
	2
	0

	13
	6
	2

	14
	1
	1

	15
	2
	4



The team would like to draw special attention to the overall trend in the data rather than a scrutiny of individual performances because of significant misleading variations in individual participant results. A generalized interpretation of the data is favorable because general patterns that emerge in the results are most indicative of a common, collective user experience. To focus to closely on individual results would subvert the more valuable overall picture of results.

Conclusion


The team’s analysis of the participant results indicated that the Web site required a certain period of familiarization. The data suggests a learning curve in which most participants gained proficiency in the use of the Web site within the span of three exercises. Certain participants required much more time to complete the exercises than the rest of the participants (four minutes or more), which suggests that, in general, those individuals may not be as proficient in Internet navigation as the rest of the participants. Some participants also displayed a very short time requirement to complete the exercises (one minute or less), which suggests that they may have already been familiar with the Web site’s construction from previous visits to the Web site.


The idea that www.gamespot.com requires a certain learning curve indicates implicit positive and negative aspects about the Web site’s usability. The shorter times required to complete the third exercise as opposed to the longer first exercise signify that the Web site’s construction contains certain aspects of memorability of navigation that a user may easily learn and apply. The Web site www.usability.gov indicates that the memorability of a Web site is indeed a positive aspect.

 Conversely, the notion of a casual or non-academic Web site requiring a user who is familiar with Internet navigation to learn its use does not belong in a conversation of properly designed Web site usability. Therefore, a few suggestions as to how www.gamespot.com may improve its usability are in order.

Recommendations


As a result of the initial research and subsequent usability testing and analysis, the team came to several conclusions as to how www.gamespot.com may improve its usability: 

1. Include a specialized search bar solely for video game reviews on the main page of the Web site.

2. Reduce the number and prominence of advertisements on the site.

3. Display the ESRB rating for each game more prominently.

The team recommends that the inclusion of a specialized search bar is the most effective way to improve the usability of www.gamespot.com. Even though the organization of the Web site is logical and easy to understand, it still requires a portion of the user’s time to learn. The same links and headings should still remain on the Web site because, in addition to leading to video game reviews, they also direct the user to information on various other aspects of video games besides reviews. The links and organization for the non-review information is adequate because that class of information was not considered as important in the task-analysis as the primary task of users in retrieving specific review-style information about a precise title. Therefore, the overall impact on usability for the time required to learn the site’s organization in retrieving non-review information is minimal. The situation is especially applicable when considering non-review, periodic information like press releases and game previews would likely be sought by “hardcore” gamers and frequent users; furthmore, those users would check the information more frequently due to its nature, thus raising the probability that those users would be more experienced in navigating the site.

Of secondary but significant importance towards the goal of improved usability is the frequency of distracting and “flashy” advertisements. Many of the advertisements displayed on the Web site are designed to attract the attention of the user. Advertisements may be helpful in generating revenues, but they are detrimental to Web site usability. “Attention-grabbing” advertisements distract new users from the task of learning how useful information is organized within the site. In addition, advertisements may even lead to navigation errors if a user believes that an advertisement will link to a useful review of the advertised game. (No advertisements lead to useful, honest review information).

Lastly, the usability tests suggest that users found difficulty in locating the ESRB rating for a game, which is a valuable, primary piece of information in forming an opinion of a video game. The team suggests that the rating be increased in size and be relocated next to the title of the game being reviewed to eliminate its oversight by users.

Further usability testing may be conducted in the future to address the ease of other Web site tasks such as searches for periodic information and highlighted editorial pieces, although the team believes these to be less significant to the usability of the Web site than the recommendations outlined above. 
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Exercise 3 times and errors by user





Exercise three registers much shorter completion times and fewer errors
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Exercise 1 times and errors by user





Exercise one registers longest completion times and most frequent errors
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