Usability Test Report, www.faa.gov , Part 1
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Usability Test Report
Part 1:  Overview; Major Findings and Recommendations

Web site tested:
www.faa.gov 

Dates of testing:
June 21, 24, and 25, 2002

Place of testing:
FAA, Washington, DC

Who participated in the usability test?

	Commercial pilots
	3
	ALPA manager, two American Airlines pilots

	Passengers
	3
	business traveler, leisure traveler, vision-impaired traveler

	Airport operators
	3
	FAA employee, VP Airports Council, senior aviation planner

	General aviation
	3
	two AOPA employees, student pilot

	Vendors
	3
	three consultants who sell services to FAA

	Press, Congress
	3
	two reporters who cover aviation, congressional staffer

	Total
	18


What did participants do?

Each participant worked with us individually for one hour.  During that time, each

· answered four initial questions while looking at the home page:  What site is it?  
Who provides the information?  Who is the site for?  What is its purpose?

· used the site in up to 11 scenarios that we had written and one scenario of their own

A scenario is a short story giving the user a reason to go to the site.  For example:

You are applying for an Airport Operating Certificate and need to find 
the appropriate form to use.

(group 3, scenario 1)
· answered questions about their reactions to the site

Note:  The scenarios differed for each of the six user groups.  Each group received scenarios 
that were relevant to their work and interests.

How is this report organized?

The complete report consists of seven files:

· this overview, which covers the questions we asked at the beginning of the session
and 19 major findings and recommendations

· six files, one for each group of participants, giving detailed findings and recommendations for the scenarios that those participants worked on

Initial probes

Note:  We asked these questions of 17 participants (but not of the student pilot for lack of time).

1. What site is this?  How do you know that?

	Findings
	Recommendations

	All the participants saw the site's name.  The logo, name, and banner with the agency's name spelled out are working well.

At least 6 also used the site's web address (URL) to identify the site.


	Continue to use an obvious logo, site name, and to spell out the agency's name at the top of the page.

Continue to use the obvious and short URL:  www.faa.gov 


2. Who is providing the information for this site?  How do you know that?

	Findings
	Recommendations

	This was not as clear to participants.

Only 1 participant went to the bottom of the page to see the FAA's name and contact information.

Only 2 participants confidently said "the FAA, it's their site."

10 participants said they "assumed" it was the FAA.

3 were not even willing to assume it was the FAA:  "nothing leaps off at me."  "I have no idea."  "the government"

1 (FAA employee) knew it was the organizations in FAA.


	If you are comfortable with users "assuming" the information is from FAA, then you do not need to do anything.

If you are not comfortable with this, a good tag line can help explain who is providing the information, who it is for, and what its scope is. 


3. Who is the primary audience (or audiences) for this site?  How do you know that?

	Findings
	Recommendations

	It is not obvious from the home page who the site is meant for.

Participants gave very varied answers to this question.

1 said "not clear."  Another said "that's a good question."  Another said "I can't begin to define that."

At least 7 mentioned the general public or "anyone."

6 focused on non-public audiences, including pilots, contractors, researchers, "insiders in aviation."

The current site has made an attempt to indicate the different audiences for the site, but that is in the left navigation bar of the home page.  Although 5 participants noticed that list when answering this question, later when working on the scenarios, the participants seldom used the left navigation bar.  (See major finding #9 below.)


	As part of planning for a revised site, the web council should state who all the audiences for the site are so that you can keep those audiences in mind as you revise the site.

For example, is the public an important audience?  If so, then more attention should be paid to the public's questions and needs.  Two examples of more attention to the public's questions would be:

· Information on 9-11 and what FAA is doing should be prominent on the site.  

· Information on ontime records should be available where travelers can find it easily and in a format that travelers can easily understand.

One way to keep different audiences in mind when developing a web site is to create user profiles or personas.  Create a poster of a typical example of a member of each audience group.  Give the person a name, a picture, and relevant characteristics – including how long they want to spend searching, how much they want to read at a time, how busy they are in their work, etc.  Put these posters up in a prominent place so that these people are visible to content specialists and web developers.

Then, as you work on the site, you can look at these people and think, "How well will this work for our pilot, Jane.  What words would she look under?  What would she expect to find here?" 




4. What is the primary purpose (or purposes) of this site?  How do you know that?

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Almost all the participants said "give information."  They were not more specific than that.


	If you want users to have a more specific sense of what they will find on the site, you can do that through a good tag line – and by reorganizing and reformatting the home page.




Major findings and recommendations

1. Participants were not able to find what they needed by navigating from the home page.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	More than half of attempts to get information failed (56%).
Scenarios

# attempted

Success rate

all groups

131

44%

  3 pilots

18

11%

  3 passengers

21

35%

  3 airport operators

29

66%

  3 general aviation

26

62%

  3 vendors

19

32%

  3 press and Hill

18

39%

Notes:

· Some participants did not get time to do all the scenarios in their set.  For these statistics, we ignored scenarios that were not started.


· These figures also do not include a few scenarios where the participant succeeded only after being helped by the facilitator.  They do not include the users' own scenarios.


· These figures include all attempts, whether participants tried to navigate or search.

· Participants tried only navigation in just under half of unsuccessful scenarios (35 of 73).

· In many scenarios, users tried both navigating and searching, trying one method after the other failed to help them.

(Findings continue on the next page.)


	A 56% failure rate and overwhelmingly negative feedback on the navigation is very strong evidence that the site needs to be reorganized.  Great information cannot serve users if the users cannot find that information.
Many web sites have grown by accretion – and their home pages have then become a mass of uncoordinated links.

A critical key to a successful revision is to put a coherent and controlled process in place with the right people to carry it out.

· Someone must be in charge of the web site at a high enough level to provide leadership and resources to make change happen.

· Change must be led by a team of people who are user-centric, who understand the importance of usability and plain language.

· Resources must be found to allow the team to do the job and to bring on board others with needed skills.

· The team needed to revise a web site (whether found inhouse or through contracting) must include information architects, information designers, visual designers, search engine specialists, writing specialists, and usability specialists as well as content specialists and specialists in HTML, Java, etc.

Start by rethinking the organization of the home page and the second-tier pages.  These are the portal to all the information on the site.

For specific recommendations on possible ways to organize the home page, see the other major findings and recommendations below.


(Continued) Participants were not able to find what they needed by navigating from the home page

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Participants said the site is hard to navigate.

Almost all participants had the same reaction to the site:  
It has lots of information but is very difficult to navigate.

· When asked at the end for their reaction to the site, 
16 of 17 participants praised the amount of information they thought was there but bemoaned the effort to get to it.  (The 18th participant was an FAA employee.)


· Typical comments were

On a scale of 10, this is a 3 or 4….It shouldn't 
be this hard! (pilot)
It's "horrific to navigate." (VP, Airports Council)

Users' perceptions have a lot to do with return rates.  Users are not likely to come back to a site where they were not successful or that they think takes more time than it should.

· The only participant who did not complain about the site, saying "it's pretty good," thought that she had gotten about 80% of what she wanted.  In fact, she successfully completed only 2 of the 7 scenarios that she tried.

Users who need the information that www.FAA.gov provides tend to turn to other sources, defeating the purpose of reducing calls and email.  In fact, we recorded 29 times when users said they would call or send email and 7 times when users specifically told us they go elsewhere for the information because they know sites that are easier to use than the FAA web site.

(Findings continue on the next page.)


	 


(Continued) Participants were not able to find what they needed by navigating from the home page

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Even successful users were not happy.

Even users who were successful felt that finding the information was not easy.  

I feel like I'm just digging down. (AOPA Librarian)
I feel lucky [to have found this].  It's buried. (Pilot)
Efficiency – getting users onto the right path immediately is even lower than the success rate.

Users who were successful often needed several tries to get what they wanted.  For example, the AOPA Librarian was the only participant who succeeded at all the scenarios that she tried.  However, in only 2 of 9 scenarios was she able to go directly to what she needed.  In all the others, she had at least one false start (and as many as three false starts).  

If we were to rate the "efficiency" of the home page in getting users on the right track, it would score even lower than the overall scenario success rate – because of all the false paths that participants went down, even when they were eventually successful.


	


The Search function failed participants far more often than it helped them.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Searching was not a successful strategy.  
86% of search attempts failed to help the participant.

Searches

# of attempts

Success rate

all groups

80

14%

  3 pilots

12

0%

  3 passengers

9

22%

  3 airport operators

8

38%

  3 general aviation

18

11%

  3 vendors

22

9%

  3 press and Hill

11

18%

The search engine usually returned an incredibly large number of hits.  
Results were often above 30,000, but only a few times did any participant go beyond the first page of 10 results.  No participant went beyond the second page – 20 results.

What the search engine returned was often useless or misled participants.

The results at the top of the list were

· old (Most participants did not scroll down to find the more current document.)

· a PowerPoint presentation rather than the main document or information the participant wanted

· the same choice many times (In one case, 9 of the first 10 results were to the same irrelevant document.)

Participants said the search engine is a problem.

Participants who had been at the FAA's web site before were vociferous in telling about their previous bad experiences:

I can't recall a single time when I've used it and it has given me what I expected! (reporter)
I've used this before, and I'm not happy with it! (VP, Airports Council)
	Fix search.

Searching is a combination of four issues:

1. what the user types in 

2. how the engine searches

3. the documents (information) in the search scope

4. how the information being searched is coded (metatags)

You cannot fix the users.  Therefore, you must fix the other issues.  


Whether or not you change the search engine, you should deal with issues 3 and 4 immediately:


· Take old, out-dated documents out of the database.

· Take PowerPoint presentations out of the database.

· Set up a standard system of metatags that meets users' needs.  Create a quick reference guide to those metatags.  Train content developers in why it is critical to use the metatags and how to use them.

· Make sure that the web pages – not just documents – are in the searched database and that they come up high in the search results.

· Establish a web publications group that processes everything before it goes up on the web site.  That group should include people who check for and can help content developers with various aspects of making sure a document is ready for the web.  This requires different people in the group who specialize in

· metatags

· plain language

· conformance to design standards 




(Continued) The Search function failed participants far more often than it helped them

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Participants searched by stringing words together.

Most participants most of the time put in several search words without using quotes or conjunctions.  They clearly always meant "give me results that have all of these words" and not "give my results that have any one of these words."  The search engine does not seem to be following the same logic as the participants.


	Find a search engine that works the way users do rather than one that forces users to learn to use quotation marks or to understand Boolean logic.

The way that users enter search strings may be the reason that participants talked about Google.  (See the next point.)

	Participants suggested buying the Google engine.

At least two participants wanted FAA to buy and use the Google engine.  Others said they would go to Google to do their searching even for pages on the FAA web site.


	Investigate the differences between the way Google searches and the way the engine that DOT is now using searches.

Consider doing as these participants suggest.



	Participants used search results because navigation did not work for them.

Very sophisticated participants tried to use the search results to dig further on the site by manipulating the URLs at the end of the descriptions, but a typical user would not know how to do that.  Furthermore, these participants were not using this strategy because they wanted to.  They were using the URLs in the search results to compensate for the home page navigation that had not worked for them.


	Fix the home page so that users can navigate to what they need and do not have to try to use URLs in search results as a tool for digging out information.

Do not assume that most users will be able to dig out a reference by manipulating the URLs at the end of an item in the search results.

	Search requires users to go to a different site.

To search, users click on Search on an FAA page.  They get a page where they enter a search string.  That page is an FAA page and tells them that they are searching within FAA.

However, the results page is a DOT page with a different look and feel than the FAA web site.  If they want to change the search terms, they do so on that DOT page where even the name of the button [seek] differs from the FAA page [GO].  

Several users commented on this and thought it strange and annoying.

To get back to the FAA home page, users must use Back.  There is no "home" button on the DOT search page.  The logo and name take users to the DOT home page.
	Even if you continue to use the DOT search engine, put the results onto an FAA page.

Keep the wording consistent across pages.


2. Participants did not read; they skimmed and scanned; but many pages are full of text and 
difficult to use.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	These participants, like most web users, were looking for specific pieces of information.  They did not want to be held up in their quest by having to read dense pages of text.

When they got to a page of text, their reaction was likely to be

blah, blah, blah

because they were looking for specific keywords to move them further towards their goal or to give them the answer they were looking for.  (See, for example, group 5, scenario 2.)

  
	Create web pages that are easy to scan.

Minimize text.

Follow the precepts of plain language:

· Eliminate unnecessary information.

· Use lists.

· Use tables to show if, then relationships.
(If this is your situation, here is your answer.)

· Write short sentences and short paragraphs.

· Use lots of headings.

· Make the keywords into links, rather than URLs or "click here."




3. The site's wording is often not the user's wording.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Users come with their own words.  Here are just a few examples from this usability test:

· Several participants thought of "airports" as physical places, not as an office within FAA.


· Participants did not recognize Documents Open for Comments as the place to go to comment on a proposed rule.  A few participants used the term NPRM (Notice of Proposed Rulemaking).


· Most participants referred to the AIM as the Airman's Information Manual and not as the Aeronautical Information Manual.  When they searched for it, they used their name for it.

These examples show that a web site often has to work for multiple audiences, those who know specific vocabulary and those who do not.
	Work with users outside of the FAA in developing the web site.  
Involve users from different audiences, both those who work closely with FAA and those who do not.

Interview people who help others (such as the AOPA librarian) to find out the questions users ask and the words they use in asking those questions.  (See also #6 on the next page.)

Listen carefully for users' vocabulary.  

Make the web site work for multiple audiences.

· Organize the web site by topics, including topics related to physical airports, not by offices.  


· Where some users know the technical vocabulary, include it in parentheses.  For example:


Documents open for comment (NPRMs)

· Recognize that some documents are still called by old names or by nicknames.  Include those as metatags and acknowledge those names on web pages.


4. Many participants would call or email to get information because they could not find it quickly enough on the web site.

	Findings
	Comments and recommendations

	Over and over, participants told us that they do not have time to hunt for information.

I'm not going to spend a lot of time looking. (AOPA)
Even though I'm a web kind of guy, I've spent enough time, I'd call. (vendor program manager)

It takes less time to talk to someone. (reporter)


	One of the major purposes of the web is to save time both for FAA and for the users.  

If users cannot find what they need in the time that they think is worth spending, that purpose is defeated.  They get frustrated.  FAA pays the cost of having someone answer the question.

Think about how much it is now costing FAA to have employees answer phone calls to give out information that users should be able to get from the web site.  Spend some of that money on making the web site better.  In the long run, FAA will save money by having a better web site. 

 


5. Participants tended to get more frustrated over time, not better at using the site.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Most situations have a "learning curve."  Any new experience may be difficult at first, but if users can quickly learn how to get around, they are satisfied.  

In a usability test, we often find that users have a bit of difficulty with the first few scenarios.  If the web site is well-organized, however, they quickly learn that organization.  They get very fast at finding information and are increasingly satisfied as the hour goes on.

That was not true for the FAA web site.  Participants seemed to get more frustrated as the hour progressed.

Now that I've seen the home page a lot, I don't know where to go. (vendor, at scenario 6)
At the end, almost all participants said that the site is full of information but very difficult to navigate.  Their dissatisfaction at the end attests to the frustration that increased over time rather than decreasing.
	Focus on getting the home page and second-tier pages to be so obvious that users can quickly develop a mental model of the information architecture of the site.

Involve information architects in redesigning the site.

Put up an online survey to find out what people come to the web site for and to learn the words that they use for what they want.  To see an example, go to www.hhs.gov.  At the top of the home page, click on Help Us Improve This Site.  

Keep the survey up for a few weeks.  Analyze the data and make use of it.

Test prototypes (drafts of new organizations) with users before committing to a full-scale change.




6. Participants told us they go to other sites to get FAA information because the FAA site is too difficult 
to use.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Several participants told us they would go to Google to search rather than use the FAA search – even if Google were to bring them to an FAA page.

The AOPA librarian told us that she uses the Orlando and Atlanta FSDO sites because it is easier to find information there.

She and others would use the AOPA site for ATC frequencies.

The ALPA manager uses the Federal Register site rather than the FAA (DOT) site to look at regulations because it is easier to find what he needs.

Others told us they would use another site for 5010 data because the information at the FAA page is too limited.


	Follow the earlier recommendations to make search work more effectively.

Interview the AOPA librarian (and others in similar roles) to find out what makes these FSDO sites work better.  Look at the sites to get good ideas for organizing information.

Interview users like our usability test participants to find out what sites they use to get the types of information they would expect the FAA web site to have.  Find out why they go there instead of to the FAA web site.  Look at those sites to see what they are doing that you might do on the FAA site.

Bring information that is on regional or field office sites that is of national interest and use to the national site.

If a site outside of FAA (such as AOPA) has an excellent database and excellent presentation of the information, consider arranging with that site to link to its data.  If you do that, make the topic and not the site's name the link.  Also, link to the actual data at the site, not to the site's home page.  

As you weigh the pros and cons of linking to a site outside of FAA rather than repeating data, consider these two concerns:

· Data at another site will not show up in a search of the FAA web site.

· You are depending on the other site to maintain the data and to notify you if they change URLs so that you do not have a broken link on your site (or you have to have regular check times to be sure that these links are not broken).




The site is "ego-centric," organized by the way the FAA is structured.  Users do not know that structure.  Very few participants went to the link to FAA Organizations.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Even the FAA employee who participated in the usability test commented that the organizational focus of the site was not the best.

Others complained about the organization.

Maybe I don't know the structure of the FAA as well as others. (pilot, at end of session, expressing his frustration with how the hour went)

The FAA has the site set up the way they like it,
not the way the public wants it. (VP, Airports Council, at end of session)

On the first day (pilots and passengers), no participant selected FAA Organizations as the entry point for any scenario.  Starting on the second day (airport operators), 
a few participants did for a few scenarios.  However, in almost all scenarios, participants were looking for a topic not for which office covered that topic.

Note that some users may still want information that is related to a specific office – perhaps contact names in that office or because they know that a particular document or topic is the responsibility of that office.  The office information should be on the web site – just not the organizing focus of the site.

Even parts of the site are internally-focused.  For example, Advisory Circulars are listed by number.  Non-FAA users are likely to be looking by topic, not by number.  (See group 3, scenario 8 for one user's very strong comments on this.)


	Reorganize the site.  Focus on topics that users come for – not on where in FAA a topic resides.  

If different offices within FAA have information on the topic, bring that information together for users – or, at the least, cross-link the information from different offices.

Continue to include a link that takes users into information about FAA offices, using a title such as

· About Us

· Find…FAA offices

but do not make the office structure the main organizing architecture of the site.

Develop a template so that each office does its home page and topic pages in a similar style so that users who come into the site by topic do not have to learn different page designs to know how to find information.

Train content developers to use the template appropriately.  

Have a web publishing group that works with content developers to make sure that the web site becomes consistent and stays consistent.

(See also #16 further on in this report.)




7. Participants seldom used the left navigation bar.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Participants expected the main navigation on the home page to be in the middle.  They expected the main content on web pages to be in the middle.

Participants commented on this.  For example:

I assume a high quality web site would have all 
the information from the middle. (ALPA manager)

I prefer using the center [rather than the left navigation bar] (senior aviation planner)

We also observed this over and over in the scenarios.  Users would spend time in the middle of the page when what they needed was in the left navigation bar.

Research from many other usability tests agrees with this finding:  Users look first at the upper middle of a web page, not at the extreme left – especially when the middle has a white background.  Users expect the most important information to be on the white background in the middle of the page.


	On the home page and all pages that are primarily for navigation, put the links in the center of the page.  The links that move users on towards their goals are the "content" of these pages.

On office pages, again put the links in the center "content" portion of the page.  Do not use that center for a lot of text about the office and then give users instructions to look left for the links.  (Users do not read much on the web.  They are unlikely to see those instructions.)

For more on problems and recommendations about the left navigation bar, see #16 further on in this report – on inconsistencies within the web site.




8. Participants often went to the "How Do I" section, but it has too little in it.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Participants found the How Do I… section very helpful when what they wanted was there.  

For example, in Group 1 (the pilots), all three participants went to How Do I… to report a safety violation.  They then tried to use How Do I…to find out how to become a pilot examiner.  They were surprised by the fact that More led only to a page with one more entry for each type of How Do I…

This behavior (trying How Do I and becoming frustrated by how little is available in More…) was repeated throughout the three days of testing.

(The number of scenarios in which participants tried to find the information in How Do I… is too large to list here.  See the specific group reports – parts 2 through 7 – for details.)


	Consider making How Do I… the main organizing principle of the site.

Make each of the five "buckets" into which you now divide How Do I… a main heading on the home page.

Add more items to each as a bulleted list.

Have the last item in each list be

and more…

Have and more… lead to a second page with more items for that particular type of How Do I…, each with a very brief explanation.

For examples of this use of and more…, see www.firstgov.gov.




9. Participants wanted repositories of documents that are easily searchable and grouped.  They wanted
to be able to search within a specific page, such as a list of forms or Advisory Circulars.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Although the overall search worked very poorly for them, participants still wanted to search.

In particular, they wanted to search within specific pages or specific databases, such as Advisory Circulars, Forms, and Exemptions (searching within the Exemptions results page – or narrowing the search).  

(See, for example, group 1, scenario 1.)

To make this work, participants wanted documents that they think of as a particular document type (for example, forms) to all be listed together – to form a database that could be searched.


	Develop search functionality within these pages and databases.

Let users know that they can search.  Make setting up the search query easy.  Make sure that fields are in users' language.

Provide results in easy to understand formats.

If users want to search again within a set of search results, let them do that – or help them narrow their original search.  (The primary example of this in our test was Exemptions.)


10. Participants did not use Ask FAA, although it has lots of useful information.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Only two participants, both passengers, selected this page.  They both liked it.

This looks like a good little page. (P4, passenger)
The Ask FAA page is well done. (P5, passenger)
Ask FAA probably appealed to the users who opened it because it lists many topics with brief descriptions in plain language.  The brief descriptions are the links.  Because users are drawn to the underlined blue of links, they saw the plain language descriptions.

We cannot be sure why more people did not go to Ask FAA.  


· It is hidden in the top navigation bar which users went to only when they were looking for a different means of getting information, not when they were looking for a topic.  

· They may have thought of it as the Contact Us link, leading to just a phone number or email address.


	Take the information in Ask FAA and bring it into the main content area of the home page.

If you use How Do I… as the main organizing principle for the home page, meld as much of Ask FAA as possible into the How Do I… structure.  In fact, expand the topic list.

If you set up second-tier pages as part of the new organization, use the style of Ask FAA:  topics with very brief descriptions with the descriptions as the blue links.

Use the active voice, task-oriented style of some of the lines in Ask FAA as much as possible on the site. For example, 


GENERAL AVIATION:

locate your nearest Flight Standards District Office.
If you continue to have a page like this, change its name.  In keeping with the How Do I…, you might call it 

Find information about…




11. Some critical material of national importance is at regional sites; participants did not initially 
look there.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	For several scenarios, participants needed to find forms that are only in the Northwest Mountain site.  

They were hesitant to go there for a form because they are not part of that region.  They did not understand why a form they would need would be in a different region's office.

Forms that are at the region's web site are not listed separately on the main site.  Participants were only guessing that those forms are hidden behind the link to the region.

Because so many forms were hidden behind this one link, there are only four items in the list of forms for Airports.  Participants wondered why there were so few.

As one participant said:

The logic of this is just frustrating.  It should list
all forms.  Not just 4!! (VP, Airports Council, group 3, scenario 6)

Getting to the forms requires more clicks than would be necessary if the forms were on the national site.

This was so striking to at least one participant that he mentioned it in his closing comments.


	Thank regions that have developed repositories of relevant documents or who have clear explanations of relevant information, but bring all documents and information that are of national or cross-regional importance to the national site.

Do not require users to click an extra time and move to another site to get a form or to get information.

Do not cause users to wonder why the FAA has information scattered in this way.  (It may make them wonder about FAA's ability to coordinate and cooperate.)

Look for other information (besides the forms at the Northwest Mountain region site) that should be on the national site and make sure they are moved.

Consider that if many forms are hidden behind one link to a region, those forms would not be found by searching the forms page or by a user who knows how to use CTRL-F.




12. Some of the information on the site is out-of-date, incorrect, or extraneous.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	Participants tended to select the first item on the search results page that had a reasonable sounding name.  

Sometimes, this was not the most recent version of a document, but participants did not always realize that it was out of date.  

For example:  Vendors were asked to find the "current draft" of an advisory circular.  All the participants searched for it by number and selected the first item on the results page.  That item was dated September 00.  Only one of the participants wondered if it was the current draft.  (See group 5, scenario 3.)


	Take old documents out of the searchable database or give them lower priority.  (That is, have search give greater weight to the most recent dates.)

	Participants also sometimes came across other documents that should not still be on the web site and did not realize that the document is no longer relevant.  

For example:  By searching for Aviation Security, a passenger got to http://cas.faa.gov/qa.html.  There, he selected the brochure These Fly, These May Not, which does not include current restrictions.  (See group 2, scenario 2.)


	Go through the content on the site and remove documents that will mislead users such as out-of-date security and hazardous material information.


13. Once participants moved down into the site, they could not always get back "home."  Home is not 
used consistently throughout the site.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	The FAA web site has many levels of home.  Users can get from the FAA home page down to other pages, but they cannot always get back up to the FAA home page easily.

For example:


· The Contract Opportunities page does not have the FAA masthead and has no link to the FAA home page.
(See group 5, scenario 1.)


· Home on the main page of the Human Resources site at http://www.faa.gov/ahr/index.htm stays on that page.  There is no link to the FAA home page.  (See group 5, scenario 2.)


· From a page within Flight Standards, such as
http://www.faa.gov/avr/afs/acs/ac-idx.htm, users could only return to the flight standards home page.  The link they had, in fact, goes to an obsolete version of the AFS home page.  (See group 1, scenario 6.)

· Pages in the Northwest Mountain regional site, such as http://www.nw.faa.gov/airports/Forms/, have two links to "home," in different places.  A sophisticated user studying the page may figure out that one is to the regional home page and one to the FAA home page, but busy users skim and scan and don't see all the page elements at once.  They may confuse the two links that have the same name.  (This came up in several scenarios.)

· The AAR home page at http://research.faa.gov/aar/ opens a second browser window and clicking on home there opens yet another window.  Multiple browser windows are likely to confuse many users.  (See group 5, scenario 4.)


	Rename the link that goes to the FAA home page, FAA Home.

Make sure that the masthead with that link is on every page in the site – and in all parts of the site, including office pages, regional pages, database pages, etc.

If you want to let users go one step back in the hierarchy – to an office home page, for example – that's fine.  Label a link to that page clearly.  However, also continue to have the FAA masthead with FAA Home, so that users can jump all the way back.

Do not include links to obsolete pages.  If obsolete pages must be included in the web site for users who have bookmarks, make them appear only with the bookmark – never from the web site itself.  Always keep the active links on the web site linked to a current page.

If a subsite, such as a regional office, wants to link within itself to its own home page in addition to the mandatory link to the FAA home page, make sure it gives its own home link a name, too.  For example, Northwest Mountain Home.  (Note:  Do the same with other links that duplicate names, such as Site Map, Site Search.)

Do not open new browser windows.  Connect the entire site within the same browser window.




14. The sites within FAA.gov are not consistent.  Participants noticed and complained about the lack
of consistency – especially about the left navigation and the visual look and feel of the sites.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	It is clear that some attempts have been made to bring consistency to the site.  Most pages do have the same masthead and global navigation at the top.  Many of the second tier pages have a similar format.  However, a great deal of inconsistency remains and it hindered participants.

The examples in the previous point are all examples of inconsistency.  Here are some others:

In some parts of the site, the left navigation carries all the weight of the section.  For example:


· http://cas.faa.gov/ where participants had to go to the left navigation to move further towards information (See group 2, scenario 2.)


· http://www.asu.faa.gov/faaco/index.cfm?
cookieTested=TRUE, the Contract Opportunities page is done as frames with only instructions in the content area and all the links in the left navigation bar (See group 5, scenario 1.)
Many left navigation bars have no headers to indicate how the links go together.  Are they links within a part of the site?  What part?  Are there also links to the larger site?

Many of the links in the left navigation bar of the home page lead to second level pages with links in the middle in the same overall design (Airport Operators, Pilots, etc.).  However, FAA Financials leads to a page with a very different design even though it is also listing links.

The link to Safety Data on the FAA home page leads to a privacy act notice that users must accept before continuing.  Other links do not do that to users.  (See group 2, scenario 5.)


	Lay out a picture of the entire site through a process like this:

1. Develop a list of all the types of pages the site has 
or will need.

2. Put those page types into a hierarchy:  home page, second level menu pages, topic content pages, etc.

3. Develop an overall look and feel for the site that allows flexibility within a consistent framework.  For example, second level menu pages should all have the same primary design but might have icons, pictures, colors, or shades (pick one of these) to differentiate the pages.

4. Develop standards for left navigation bars:  

· At what levels of the site should they change?

· What should go in them?

· What types of headings should they have?

5. Develop a policy about frames.  Not everyone is comfortable using frames.  Frames make bookmarking difficult.  Frames put all the navigation in the left margin.  (See group 5, scenario 1.)

6. Develop templates for each type of page and train content and database developers to use them.

7. Develop standards and guidelines for other aspects of information design, such as whether a privacy policy should be available as a link or put in the users' face requiring an action from the user.


15. The home page links in paragraph style are less easy to use than the straight list style as on the site map page.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	One of the passenger participants specifically commented on the difficulty in separating and finding the links on the home page because they are run together in paragraph style.

Although other participants did not mention it, the paragraph style may be one reason why so many participants felt that the home page is overwhelming and why they could not find what they needed on the home page.


	Always use bulleted list style not paragraph style for links.

Instead of this:

[image: image2.png]nd




Do this:

Regulatory/Advisory

· Regulation and Rulemaking

· Advisory Circulars

· Airworthiness Directives

· and more




16. When participants were looking for something in a state or region, they could not find out 
which states are in which region.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	When participants were looking for a particular state and found a list of regions, it was not always clear to them which region a particular state is in.

Even looking at a map did not work for a user who was looking for Oklahoma and assumed it would be in the Central Region.  (See group 3, scenario 3.)

When users had a page that named the states in each region, they commented on how useful that was.  (See group 3, scenario 9.)

Contrast the list of regions on the FAA Offices page at http://www.faa.gov/offices/index.htm#regional 
with the list on the 5010 page at http://www.faa.gov/arp/5010/5010rpt.htm.
	Include the list of states with the regions on all the pages that list the regions, particularly on the FAA Offices page.

Consider also listing the states with the region names on the Contracting Opportunities page.  (See group 5, scenario 1.  Vendors were not sure what region to look in for the state they were interested in.)

Continue to include maps divided by region.  However, do not assume that all users will go to the map.  Do not assume that users who go to the map can use it to find which states are in which regions.




17. There is no 9-11 information on the site.

	Findings
	Recommendations

	The site seems not to acknowledge that anything happened when we all know that this was a major event in American aviation and has changed all sorts of rules about flying.

One of the passenger participants felt strongly that people would come to the site wanting to know what's changed.


	Even a year later, it would make sense to have a section that addresses the public's concerns.  

In general, consider having a section for What's New that has a little more graphic excitement on the home page than the current Alerts and Latest News.

In these two sections, also consider noting the audience with the title of the alert or news.  The current alerts are

· Graphic TFRs

· Security Tips for Travelers

· Foreign Pilots:  U S Certification

The third of these works well because we see immediately to whom it is addressed.  The first is cryptic except to those who need it.  While that may be fine for them, it puts everyone else off, especially travelers, who may then not even get to the second bullet.

A better list would be

· Pilots:  New Graphic TFRs

· Travelers:  Security Tips

· Foreign Pilots:  U S Certification
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