Joanna Plattner

Heuristic Evaluation: Content Management System

The subject of this heuristic evaluation is a Content Management System (CMS).  After reading and synthesizing the problem statement, task analysis, and scenarios that have been prepared, I believe I have a good understanding of the system’s intended functionality. 

At its most basic level, the CMS is a web interface to a specialized data repository.  More specifically, the repository is a backend database tailored to support the creation and management of html formatted text, images, and html style sheets for distribution over the internet or some other computer network protocol (wap).

This evaluation was conducted as follows.  First, I reviewed the FirstInteractive.htm page, read the project vocabulary document, familiarized myself with the scenarios and then walked through each of them using the interactive interface.  I made note of “planned” but not yet implemented design changes such as adding more instruction to each page and replacing the term “document” with “text”. 

Next, I went through the interface more carefully in search of specific heuristic violations.  I classified my discoveries according to Nielsen’s 10 point heuristic guideline scheme.  Finally, I applied a severity rating to each of the violations. 

Key to guideline numbers and severity codes

· Don't think this is a usability problem. 

· 1. Cosmetic problem 

· 2. Minor usability problem 

· 3. Major usability problem; important to fix 

· 4. Usability catastrophe; imperative to fix 

1. Visibility of system status 


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

2. Match between system and the real world 


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. 

3. User control and freedom 


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. 

4. Consistency and standards 


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

5. Error prevention 


Even better than good error messages is a careful design which prevents a problem from occurring in the first place. 

6. Recognition rather than recall 


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. 

7. Flexibility and efficiency of use 


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. 

8. Aesthetic and minimalist design 


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. 

9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors 


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

10.  Help and documentation 


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. 

Evalution

[H1 visibility of system status] (severity 3)

 It isn’t clear that users are creating text marked up in html when they use ezedit.  This essential characteristic is completely obscured until the “edit source” icon is clicked.  Users may not need to see the HTML that is embedded in their documents, but they should be informed that HTML is being generated. 

[H1 visibility of system status] (severity 3)

The links on the main page clearly marked as hyperlinks.  Users shouldn’t have to guess where links are on a web page.  The design should follow convention by underlining links.

[H1 visibility of system status] (severity 2)

The commands (submit, make it live) on the edit page aren’t visible until I have scrolled down to the bottom. 

[H1 visibility of system status] (severity 3)

After selecting “add, modify, delete document” only two of the three options presented on the subsequent page were visible on my notebook computer’s screen.  The third option was “below the fold”.  Although the heading said “you have three options”, I still missed it. 

[H1 visibility of system status] (severity 2)

After selecting the “editors console” link, there is no confirmation that I am in the right place.  The page doesn’t have any sort of title or heading confirming that I successfully reached my destination. 

[H2 Match between system & real world] (severity 2)

One of the choices on the persistent menu bar is “editors consol”.  This option should be relabeled to reflect the tasks it supports, rather than the “role” of editor.  Users with editor privileges, such as the HR administrator in scenario 4, may not consider themselves to be “editors” and therefore may not think to select that menu option.  Suggested labels:  “authorization console” or “make public console”. 

[H2 Match between system & real world] (severity 3)

The interface doesn’t explicitly instruct users on how to “view” content.  Some users might find the listed options (add, modify, delete), intimidating. 

[H3 User control & freedom] (severity 3)

There is no visible way to cancel or gracefully exit out of the  “edit” process.  The modify page offers a log out, but not a cancel, or clear option. 

[H3 User control & freedom] (severity 4)

There should be a means for users to “undo” or “cancel”  “publish to the web” commands.  

[H9 User control & freedom] (severity 4)

There is no indication that the system provides for automatic archiving of files, which would allow users to “start over” if they make editing errors. 

[H3 User control & freedom] (severity 4)

There is no search function in this interface.  This is a standard information access tool that users expect, particularly in a database application.  This violation could also be classified under “recognition not recall”“

[H4 Consistency and standards] (severity 4)

The “make it live” and “make it searchable” check boxes exist both in the ezedit window, and at the foot of the “editor” page (and the modify document page – see below).   It isn’t clear if the check boxes control the same function, I assume so, but if not, there is no indication of what the differences are.

[H4 Consistency and standards] (severity 3)

Ezedit introduces interaction design problems that the content management team may not have any control over. For example, after “rolling over” the unconventional icon on the lower left of the edit page that looks like a magnifying class on a piece of paper, a pop-up note revealed that it was a “Edit Source” icon.  After selecting it I realized that it is toggle that hides/shows html tags.   At the very least, the CMS system should include a guide to using the Ezedit system so that all unconventional, nonstandard features are accessible to users who are unfamiliar with them.

[H5 Error prevention] (severity 4)

On the “modify document” page where documented are created or edited, users are given the option of  “make it live”, which I thought was only accessible to editors.  This may or may not be an error, but if it is I assume that selecting the checkbox would lead to an avoidable error message along the lines of “you don’t have the authority to publish to the web”.

[H6 Recognition over recall] (severity 3)

During the modify/edit document process there is no indication of the “category” of my document (About us) in the case of scenario 1.  

[H7 Flexibility & efficiency of use] (severity 3)

The interface does not provide accelerators or short cuts for experienced users. 

[H7 Flexibility & efficiency of use] (severity 3)

It appears that documents must be opened in order to authorize them for publication.  This is cumbersome and would be tedious for an editor in cases where dozens of documents need authorization.  At minimum, there should be an auto-preview feature (similar to e-mail) so that editors can see the content without “opening” the document.   

[H9 Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors] (severity 4)

The error messages (both javascript and cold fusion) that I encountered were incomprehensible.  If possible, hide the details and display custom messages that offer recovery instructions. 

[H10 Help & documentation] (severity 4)

There is no help or documentation at this time.

