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Product Statement 
CivicInfo BC is an information sharing service for those who work, or have an interest in, British Columbia's local government sector. Founded in 1998 by a partnership of seven local government organizations, the core of the service is CivicInfo BC’s website, located at www.civicinfo.bc.ca. The site aims to provide users the following primary benefits:

“Users of CivicInfo BC can source all major BC local government sector information from one location on the web, saving the time and expense involved in lengthy searches across hundreds of sites. As well as acting as a clearinghouse and search engine for local government material on third-party web sites, CivicInfo also makes available documents and data that are not published elsewhere on the web… ”
Local government resources available through CivicInfo BC include documents, news, events, jobs, contacts and other information.

Based on our contextual research, a typical user profile is a municipal clerk, or other civic administrator, who is responsible for supporting the mayor and council. Weekly council meetings, public pressure and media attention create a hectic, deadline-driven office environment. As a result, the municipal clerk often needs to prepare reports and compile research for council on very short notice. As part of this research, the clerk needs to quickly find current documents from other local governments, which they can use as a basis for creating their own bylaws, policies and procedures, reports and other documents. The clerk doesn’t have time to go through dozens of results. Nor do they have the time to learn complex search queries. 

Motivation for the Redesign 
As an “information sharing” service, efficient document search and retrieval is at the core of CivicInfo’s mission. And, in principle, the “Find Documents” feature is perfectly aligned with the needs and goals of the site’s users. This is why CivicInfo BC staff members spend several days per month adding new documents to the site’s database – a big investment for a non-profit organization with only four staff.
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Yet, in spite of CivicInfo BC’s efforts, the “Find Documents” feature is rarely used, accounting for less than four percent of total page views.

Based on three contextual inquiries in two different municipalities, interviews with municipal administrators and website statistics, the research team identified several issues with the “Find Documents” feature.
Low Visibility of “Find Documents” 
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During our contextual inquiry, none of the participants used the “Find Documents” feature of the website. When asked about search, they either didn’t know it existed or didn’t know the full scope of documents that were available. According to Jacob Nielsen
, users who are task-focused and want to find specific information as fast as possible typically scan the homepage for a search box. On complex pages, such as the CivicInfo BC home page (Figure 1), the text link is difficult to locate. 
Search Form Complexity
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The “Find Documents” search form currently displays over a dozen different input boxes, radio buttons and dropdown boxes, half of which are outside of the browser’s viewing area (Figure 2). According to research by Mullet and Sano, complex, cluttered interfaces are confusing and difficult to scan.
 User expectations have also been shaped by simple, effective search interfaces, such as Google. 
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The level of user search expertise is also low and, in our observations, users preferred a simple, natural language search. No one used the “Narrow your search” option. Instead, they entered one or two terms in the search box and hit the search button. In the current site, this type of search typically retrieves a long list of undifferentiated results. One participant’s search for “Procedure Bylaw”, for instance, generated 151 records. 
Absence of Search Result Refinement and Display Options
When confronted with the volume of results, users were overwhelmed. They did not have a clear sense of how results were organized and were not willing to scour multiple pages to find a specific document. (According to Nielsen’s 2001 study into search query formulation, users almost never look beyond the second page of search results.) They could not sort the results, nor did they locate search refinement tools for narrowing or expanding their search. There is currently no search box on the results page and the only refinement option is a “Narrow your search results” link at the bottom of the page (below the fold). As a result, users frequently gave up their search instead of viewing documents. 
CivicInfo BC must address the above issues if it is to remain committed to its stated vision of acting as “a clearinghouse and search engine for local government material”. Fixing the problem will realign the “Find Documents” feature with user needs and goals, encouraging customer satisfaction and loyalty to generate repeat visits. It will also allow CivicInfo BC to retain a competitive advantage over alternate products and services, including major search engines, introduced since CivicInfo BC’s inception. Finally, it will justify the considerable investment in staff time that goes into maintaining the document database.

Recommended Solution
Over the past four weeks, the project team has developed a number of design options to address the above issues. The designs were then refined based on the findings of heuristic reviews as well as usability tests conducted at the City of Victoria, District of Oak Bay and City of Langford. 

We narrowed our redesign to three basic elements: redesigning the home page to emphasize the search feature; simplifying and consolidating the search form; and supporting the refinement and categorization of search results.
Redesign Home Page to Emphasize Search Feature
To address the low visibility of the “Find Documents” feature, we propose replacing the “Find Documents” text link with a search box near the top center of the page. (See Figure 3 for thumbnail or Appendix A for full size image.)
According to Nielsen, using a search box instead of a link dramatically increases search engine usage off of the home page.
 In addition, research by Van Duyne , Landay and Hong established that tools that help customers accomplish their goals need to be near the top of the page, so visitors can see them without scrolling.
 In a study by Bernard into de-facto web conventions, the majority of users expected to find the search function near the top center of the page.
 Since then, these visitor expectations for search placement have been reinforced by the many popular search engines that have adopted this approach.
The high visibility of the search box in the proposed design was confirmed during our usability tests when all three participants were easily able to find the search box within seconds. Participants were also asked how easy it was to find the search box on the home page on a scale from 1 to 5, with 5 being the easiest. The average rank was 4.67. 
In addition to changing the placement of the search box, we also recommend simplifying the site menu. Including the search options, there are 14 menu items on the existing site. Research by Van Duyne, Landay and Hong demonstrated that customers can be overloaded with too much information, and the overload might shut down their ability to read, even though the page could be full of valuable information.
 Other studies have shown that people’s memories are taxed when they must retain as little as five equivalent information items (Mandler 1970; Fuqua and Phye 1978).
 
As a result, we propose limiting the main navigation to the most popular user tasks as established in our contextual research – searching for jobs and getting the latest news and events. Administrative items (about, submit a document, etc.) that are used less frequently can be included in the page footer. The proposed menu also performed well during usability testing. When participants were asked to find an upcoming conference, all three were able to find the “news/events” link within a few seconds.  
Simplify and Consolidate Search Form

In Designing Visual Interfaces, Mullet and Sano argue the most powerful designs are always the result of a continuous process of simplification and refinement.
 Our solution is a simple text box with a button labeled “Search” to the right – hardly ground-breaking, but effective nonetheless. As per Nielsen’s guidelines, the search input field is wide enough to contain the typical query; if the box is too small, the query will scroll and diminish usability.
 Sticking with convention, context-sensitive help is located to the top right, which, according to Adkisson’s research is the most common expected location for help information.
 A simple “Tip” also assists users in refining their search.
Less conventional is our proposal to consolidate search zones for documents, organizations, people, jobs and news/events into a single form. As defined by Rosenfeld, search zones are subsets of a website that have been indexed separately. Users choose search zones by clicking check boxes underneath the search textbox. (Figure 4) When search zones correspond to the needs of users, Rosenfeld argues the result is improved retrieval performance, “By eliminating content that is irrelevant to his need, the user should retrieve fewer, more relevant results.” 
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Figure 4 - Proposed Search Box Design
Nielsen, who calls this “scoped search”, was initially concerned the approach was “dangerous” in that users would overlook scope. But as websites continue to grow and offer multiple services his position is changing. He now believes, “scoping can be sufficiently useful if you offer it in areas of the site that are both clearly delimitated and address specific problems.”
 Nielsen recommends setting the default search form’s scope to “all”, enabling users to search the entire site with minimal cognitive load. 

As per Mullet and Sano, the resulting search form is simple yet combines elements for maximum search leverage. In our usability study, the search box was immediately recognized and understood, supporting immediate use. All participants recognized the concept of search zones and used it to limit their search to specific categories. Finally, they were all able to quickly locate the help link.
Support Refinement and Categorization of Search Results

In our contextual research, users were overwhelmed by the number of search results and were not willing to comb through multiple pages to find a specific document. They could not sort the results, nor did they locate search refinement tools for narrowing or expanding their search. To address this issue, we propose the following:
Include a search box on the results page that displays the user’s search text and search zones selections
As demonstrated at the top of Figure 5 (zoomed in view), we recommend including a search box on the results page that has the original search and search zone settings. This restates the search and allows the user to revise their search without re-entering information.
 All major search engines (Google, Yahoo, MSN, Ask Jeeves, etc.) currently support this standard and all three usability test participants understood the feature. 
Display a search summary

We also strongly recommend providing a search summary at the top of the results page as per Figure 5. In addition to displaying the search terms and the number of results found, which is now standard to all major search engines, the summary must display the categories that were searched. According to Nielsen and Rosenfeld, it is critical to restate search areas when using scoped search as a reminder when users decide to broaden or narrow their search.
 The search summary also explains what happened “behind the scenes” to give a better understanding of the result order.
In the proposed design, users are instantly able to expand, narrow or sort results from the search summary by clicking on the linked terms. The ability to sort by date and by source was requested by two of the three usability study participants and incorporated into the final design. 

Organization of search zones into categories

As demonstrated in Figure 5, we propose grouping results into search zone categories (documents, jobs, news/events, etc.). Underneath each category, we also propose displaying the top results, sorted by relevance, along with document summaries, sources and published dates. 

According to Spyradakis, grouping information items makes text visually accessible and scannable, facilitating search tasks, comprehension and recall.
 This concept was extended to search results when Dumais, Edward and Chen performed extensive research on categorized results in a 2001 search usability study.
 When comparing categorized versus simple list results interfaces, the study found that participants were 50 percent faster in finding information that was organized into categories. In post-task surveys, participants also ranked category interface satisfaction much better than the list interface.
During our usability study, we also tested a results interface displaying only category names without individual page titles, which is more consistent with a traditional browsing interface. All three participants had difficulties in selecting a category without being able to refer to individual page titles results. This is consistent with the Dumais, Edward, Chen study findings, which found that the “browsing” interface, while faster than an uncategorized list, was significantly slower than displaying categories with individual page titles. These results are similar to those of an earlier study by Dumais and Landauer that found that both names and examples were the best way to describe Yellow Page categories. 

The Dumais, Edward, Chen study also found that inline summaries significantly improved performance on category interfaces. This was unexpected as the authors expected users to be slower due to the additional scrolling inline summaries require. However, the authors suggest the scrolling time may be offset by the diminished cognitive effort required. 

In a post-task survey, all three participants agreed the search results page helped them find the results they wanted. When asked if the search results page was an improvement over the current design, the one participant who was familiar with the existing site commented, “Yes! I like the way it's broken up into categories so you can go right to bylaws instead of having to sort through all kinds of results.”
Findings on the Display of Relevance Ranking Scores
As part of our study, we evaluated the role of displaying relevance ranking scores next to individual search results in helping users find documents. On a scale where 1 is not helpful and 5 is very helpful, relevance scores were rated an average of 2 out of five. This is consistent with Rosenfeld’s concerns over displaying relevance ranking, “What exactly is the difference between a document with a relevance score of 93% and one with 91%? Showing scores only aggravates that sense of ignorance, so these should be used with caution; leaving out scores altogether is often a better approach.”
 Based on our study and Rosenfeld’s research, we removed the display of relevance ranking scores from the search results page.
Open Issues

With limited resources, there were a number of key issues that we were unable to address within the scope of our project. We recommend CivicInfo BC perform additional research in the following areas before proceeding with the proposed design: 
Conducting usability tests on the existing site
This would help validate the data obtained via the contextual inquiry, interviews, server logs and customer feedback. It could also identify additional issues and serve as a benchmark for evaluating the redesign.
Expanding the Contextual Inquiry

All of our contextual inquiries and usability studies were conducted in urban and suburban areas of the Lower Mainland or on Vancouver Island. CivicInfo should consider expanding the research into rural areas, which, according to CivicInfo BC, have traditionally been strong supporters of the service.
Assess demand, usability and return on investment for the site’s “Browse by Topic” feature

In our contextual research, no one used the site’s “Browse by Topic” feature and, when the team tried it, we found it generated too many results to be useful. We suspect that, in the deadline-driven environment, our user profile would be more likely to use the search as opposed to the browse interface. Considering the time invested in maintaining and updating documents, CivicInfo BC may want to further investigate whether this service is still in line with their users’ goals.

Advanced Search Design

Rosenfeld argues that few users take advantage of advance search and does not recommend investing much effort into advanced search design.
 That said, some advanced users may take advantage of this as a service. Additional research is needed to assess the demand and requirements.
Assessing branding and aesthetic issues
The proposed design focused primarily on the placement of elements within the interface as opposed to aesthetic or branding issues. 
The display order of search categories and results within categories
In our prototype, categories were ordered according to the number of results within a category. The individual results were then ordered by relevance ranking. There may be other options (by date, source, etc.) that may be preferred by users. 
Appendix A – Site Design

Home Page
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Search Results Page
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Figure 1 - Location of "Find Documents" feature (circled) on existing home page





Figure 2 - Existing search form - Area beneath red line requires scrolling to view.





Figure 3 - Proposed Home Page Design








Figure 5 – zoomed-in view of search results page – See Appendix A for full image.
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