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Introduction & Objectives 
Jakob Nielsen describes a heuristic evaluation as “one of the main discount usability 
engineering methods.”  The process of heuristic evaluation is a simple, effective, and 1

low cost method for evaluating the usability of a website. The goal of a heuristic 
evaluation is to identify what usability issues may be present and the severity of the 
issues.  It is also helpful in categorizing the issues into different priority levels so the 
larger issues can get fixed first. 
We are conducting a heuristic evaluation on the Sno-Isle site in order to evaluate how 
well it adheres to heuristic principles. For this evaluation we will be using Jakob 
Nielsen’s 10 Usability Heuristics for Interface Design,  which are as follows: 2

1.​ Visibility of system status 
2.​ Match between system and the real world 
3.​ User control and freedom 
4.​ Consistency and standards 
5.​ Error prevention 
6.​ Recognition rather than recall 
7.​ Flexibility and efficiency of use 
8.​ Aesthetic and minimalist design 
9.​ Help users recognize, diagnose and recover from errors 
10.​Help and documentation 

 

2 Jakob Nielsen https://www.nngroup.com/articles/ten-usability-heuristics/ 
1 Jakob Nielsen http://www.sccc.premiumdw.com/readings/heuristic-evaluation-nielson.pdf 
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By evaluating the websites based on these principles we will be able to evaluate its 
effectiveness for the user and make informed suggestions for improvements. 

Heuristic Methodology 
To conduct the heuristic evaluation, each of the five members of our team completed a 
set of identical tasks. Team members examined the ease, speed, usability and 
effectiveness of the tasks against Nielsen’s principles, made notes of problems 
encountered along the way, and assigned the task a letter grade based on their 
experience: 
 
A – No Problem: This is not a usability problem 
B – Cosmetic problem only: Can be left as-is, fix only if there is time 
C – Minor usability problem: Needs to be fixed but not the worst problem 
D – Major usability problem: Needs to be fixed 
F – Usability catastrophe: Going to be a huge problem if this doesn’t get fixed 

Procedure and Materials 
We conducted the scenarios and tasks of the evaluation with a total of five people 
individually, using multiple computers and browsers to catch as many potential 
problems as possible. 

The Heuristic Testing Scenarios 
 
Scenario 1 
The user has recently moved to Snohomish county and would like to get a library card, 
but doesn’t want to go to the library in order to get it. 
Task 1 

●​ Sign up for a library card and account on the site 
●​ Login to the system with card or card number 

 
Scenario 2 
The user is an avid reader who wants to explore what their local library system has to 
offer. They want to use the search function on the website because it will show them all 
the books and resources in the region, not just at the library closest to them. 
From the main page, find the following materials: 

2 



Tasks: 
1.​ Scholarly articles on psychology 
2.​ Recent bestsellers 
3.​ Link to chat with librarian 
4.​ “Web Design For Dummies” book by Lisa Lopuck, and put on hold to pick up at 

nearest library location 
 
Scenario 3 
The user is a working parent searching for fun or educational activities for their child, as 
well as connecting them with the community. User has a busy day-to-day schedule and 
needs to find an event that is age appropriate quickly. (user works from 8:00 a.m. - 2:30 
p.m.) 
 
Task 1 

●​ Find a “homework help” or similar workshop that works with the user’s schedule 
●​ Sign up for the workshop 
●​ Mark it on the user’s calendar 
●​ Set up an email reminder for this workshop 

Findings and Results 

Naomi​ Rosie​​ Calvin​  Adam​ Haben 

 

3 



Scenario 1 - New User 
On the home page, the link to start the new library card process is prominent, above the 
nav. The link is a simple hyperlink and may be more effective as a button. However in 
the inner page this link takes you to, the actual link to get a new card is at the bottom of 
the home page, after a lot of extraneous text. The button at the bottom of the page says 
‘Begin New Customer Registration,’ though it would more accurately be labeled ‘Get an 
eCard.’ There are both English and Spanish ‘begin’ buttons side by side, rather than a 
language toggle button for the whole page (which appears elsewhere on the site). 
 

 
 
In the registration page, the forms ask for the mobile carrier of the user, which is a 
strange request. The last four numbers of the the user’s phone number become the 
user’s default password. However the user is not informed that this will be the case 
when they are filling in the registration form (the default password is described later on 
the registration confirmation page). This could lead immediately to lost passwords if the 
user prefers not to use their real phone number. 
 

 
 
Here and elsewhere, empty fields do not trigger helpful error messages but simply 
re-prompt the user. The error message when a field is left empty on the signup form is a 
red icon of a question mark with no prompt text, but the prompt text appears when the 
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mouse is hovered over the icon.  It would be more helpful for the prompt text to appear 
on the actual page so the user knows exactly what is wrong. 
 

 
When the user hovers over the question mark icon: 

 
 
Login was labeled on the home page as ‘My Account,’ which is somewhat unclear. The 
inner login page hints at the default password as the last four numbers of the user’s 
phone number, a serious security issue. 
 

 
 
When a password recovery was requested (raw password recovery is a security issue), 
it took a tremendously long time, up to 30 minutes. Lost account numbers can be looked 
up through entering the user’s real name and other data, but incorrect entries lead 
simply to an apology page with no links to try again or try something different. 
 
Multiple library accounts are allowed using identical email addresses. 
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Scenario 2 - Catalog and Searching 
The inner catalog search page, as well as many other pages, displays a totally different 
navbar than the home page. The main catalog search has helpful autocomplete based 
on the titles in the system. The search results sometimes returned similar results with 
the entered keywords in them above the exact result.  
 
Search result items can be viewed by library through a popup, as a summary on the 
results page or on a separate page for a full display. The book image on the results 
page can also be clicked on, which opens a different summary popup. These separate 
item info displays are nonstandard and confusing. When listing availability of a book by 
library, the results read ‘Shelf’ rather than ‘In Stock’ or ‘Available.’  
 

Multiple bestsellers lists and other lists are prominent in the books section and easy to 
find. 

 
Error prevention for misspelled words as shown above when searching in the Catalog. 
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Searching for academic literature and journals is somewhat hard to find. There is no link 
titled ‘Journals’ or ‘Academic Journals’ anywhere on the site; rather these items are 
contained within the ‘Research’ heading, which is confusing and takes time to find. The 
inner research page contains a very broad number of disparate topics that don’t have 
any obvious connection to each other, and further clicks on the ‘Academic’ CTA finally 
reveal external databases and articles on health, our initial goal for this task. 
 

 
 
Reserving a book is linked prominently from any search result display.   
 

 
 
‘Ask Us Tell Us’ is not a platform standard name for finding the live chat function. 
Beyond the name, the chat is easy to find from the homepage, and easy to use. The 
anonymous chat option, and the explanation offered, is nice. Librarians generally 
answered chat requests very quickly.  
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There is another link for librarian chat in the footer sub-nav, but the nav appears on 
hover only making it almost impossible to find if you don’t know it is there already. 

 
Footer nav on hover: 

 
 
It takes you to another site which seems to be a universal Librarian Chat for the State of 
Washington. 

 
 
You can be anonymous when asking a librarian a question but when you forget to fill out 
a requirement, an error message shows up telling you which fields you missed. 
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Scenario 3 - Events & Calendar 
 
The events section is below the fold and absent from the navbar on the home page. The 
inner event page displays links for searching by location most prominently, with a 
sidebar displaying ongoing event topics. There is no form here for searching by event 

topic or keyword. There are also several short 
paragraphs below the location list that seem to 
describe ongoing event topics or groups of topics, but 
there are no links to these. This is a missed 
opportunity to link to a search query result. 
 
 
 
Clicking on a library location takes the user to a 
calendar-style event search page. This page is a 
plugin and/or utilizes a third party, Evanced. Here 
searches can be conducted in an advanced matrix 
fashion. The text size defaults to very small, and 
difficult to read. The functionality on this page is 
generally good and visible, though the search sidebar 
is referred to as a ‘Slider.’ The links of available 
events on the calendar are not made apparent 
enough, it is not clear that the text is a link. 
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The details of each calendar event are contained in a popup box that only appears 
when the user clicks on an event link. This is problematic for two reasons, the first being 
that the text links do not look like links so the user may not know to click on them. 
Secondly, even if the user knew to click on the text link there is no indication that 
clicking on the link will lead to further information. 
 

 
 
Error messages when signing up for events are accomplished effectively through alert 
popups with good error explanations. 
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