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Abstract

Strategic usability analysis is an evolving system design component of human-computer
technologies. To many interactive system developers usability is a function of the
interface but not of the overall system. However, user-centered system functionality is
analogous to a usable system and, ultimately, must meet users’ needs and expectations.
Academic and empirical research show that meeting users expectations requires
understanding users motivations and cognitive needs. This can best be accomplished
through usability analysis.

As usability analysis practitioners keenly know, understanding user needs requires
observing and interviewing users in situ on how they get their jobs done. Practitioners
who actively engage users as primary members of the design process are, in fact, using
some form of participatory design—actively engaging users in the system design process.
Participatory design is an increasingly recognized methodology used to define user
requirements—based on motivation and needs—for designing user-centered systems. We
will present a usability analysis study in which participatory design was a primary
component used to direct the redesign of the NBS web site.

The Institutional Business Systems web team is responsible for the design,
implementation, and maintenance of the New Business Systems (NBS) web site. The web
site comprises system status and support material relating to NBS business applications,
the majority of which are accessed from the NBS Toolkit page. In 2002, the web site
team agreed to use usability analysis to determine how to better meet these two NBS web
site objectives:
1. To deliver a smart web site that increases user interaction with the support material,
enabling users to be more productive
2. To provide a more effective gateway to the NBS-supported tools
Analysis has been completed for objective one; usability analysis will be conducted on
objective two in early 2003. Focusing on objective one, we will candidly discuss what
usability analysis has taught us about our users: How do they use the NBS web site?
What support material do they find useful? How can the web site be more usable? We
will discuss improvements—driven by usability analysis findings—users can expect in
the near future to see on the new NBS web site.

Summary

The NBS web site contains system status and support material for NBS applications.
How do users actually use the site? How can it be more usable? We will discuss
improvements—driven by usability analysis findings—users can expect in the near future
to see on the new NBS web site.
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