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1. 
Introduction

In June 2002, Alberta Government Services launched the new Service Alberta website.  This new website was designed to provide Albertans with one-stop shopping for Government of Alberta information and services.  To gain feedback and input on the new website, Research Innovations was contracted to conduct two usability tests, each followed by a group discussion, with a cross-section of Albertans who use the Internet.

This report provides a summary of the usability tests and group discussions.  Please note that it has been written from the independent and objective point of view of Research Innovations. Any opinions, interpretations or conclusions contained within it may or may not coincide with those of Alberta Government Services.

2. 
Method

A total of 10 people attended 2 usability test and group discussion sessions at Research Innovations Edmonton office, as follows:

1. August 22, 5:30 p.m., 5 participants

2. August 22, 8:00 p.m., 5 participants

A profile of the participants who attended can be found in Appendix A.  As shown, the first session included participants who had recently visited a Government of Alberta website, while the second session of participants had not recently visited a Government of Alberta website.

Both sessions were moderated by Coral Thygesen, Research Innovations’ senior consultant for the project.  The usability test and group discussion room was equipped with computers that had Internet access to the Service Alberta website.  Representatives of Alberta Government Services were able to view the sessions in progress through a one-way mirror.  Each session lasted about two hours. A copy of the discussion guide and handout questionnaire can be found in Appendix B.

The session began with a brief introduction, followed by about an hour of user testing of the new website.  While testing the new website, respondents recorded their individual responses to the handout questionnaire (Appendix C).  After completing their questionnaire, participants discussed the new website as a group.

3. 
Findings

3.1 
Overall Assessment

All ten participants would recommend Service Alberta to others who wish to access Government of Alberta services or information online.  Overall, the Service Alberta website was judged to be attractive, easy to navigate, useful and informative.  Positive written comments about the website included:

· “It has loads of useful info that everyone has to use at one point or another.”

· “Things seem to be easily accessible.”

· “Fairly informative and mostly easy to use.”

· “Seems to be current for all the pages I visited.”

· “It has some really good sites to check out if you are trying to start up something (marriage).  All the information is easy to comprehend.”

· “Gives very good guidance to all community-related issues.”

· “There is a lot of information that Albertans would need to access at some time.”

· “Everything is very straightforward and easy to find.”
3.2 
Recent Experiences at a Government of Alberta Website

Five respondents had visited a Government of Alberta website within the past six months.  They had visited to look for campsites, look for a job, find out how to become a commissioner of oaths or notary public, to get information required at work (Alberta Energy site was mentioned), for fire ban information, for news releases, and for Government of Alberta employee contact information.

One respondent recalled that she could not find the information she was looking for about how to become a commissioner of oaths.  Another respondent commented that he was able to get the phone number that he needed for the campground, but that “[campground services are] all very manual and this service hasn’t caught up to what you can do on the web yet.”

3.3 
Liked Most about the Website

When asked what they liked most about the test website, a variety of different aspects were recorded on the questionnaires, as follows:

· “I liked the popular topics and quick links.  Also, related info when you are not quite on the right track.”

· “All the links were explained well.”

· “Search option was usually successful.”

· “Colour.  Easy to use once you’ve done more than a couple of searches.  Common questions is novel.  I was surprised to see very relevant, useful questions.”

· “Links to good websites already in existence.”

· “Well laid out.”

· “Easy accessibility.”

· “In general, accessibility is easy.  Information is complete and detailed.  Letter type/layout.”

· “Lots of the info is easy to find.”

· “All the info I needed was very easy to find.”
During the ensuing discussion, participants provided additional comments about what they liked about the website, as follows:

· “All the links were right in front of you.”

· “I liked the ‘events in your life’… the terming of it is very user friendly.”
· One respondent appreciated that even if she went down the wrong path, there were still related links that would take her to where she originally wanted to go.

· “A lot of good information there and made good use of links to outside websites (the federal government site, Travel Alberta, Explore Alberta).  Made good use of links.”

· “I thought that the common questions…were really helpful for someone who does and for someone who doesn’t have a lot of experience picking up those key words.  That they would be able to navigate by reading some of these questions.  It’s a good teaching tool.”

· “I just didn’t realize how thorough the site was.  What you could all do on there.”

· The first search option is pretty good… and the fact that it branches you out further on the search is fantastic.”

· “We all have different words than what it might be on the website.… I really liked the descriptions.”

· “I found it really easy because everything is right there.  The majority of things you are actually looking for and the majority of the site itself is easy to follow.  What I was looking for anyway.”

· “Lots information.  I didn’t think I would find a marriage certificate.  That’s common things that people are going to be looking for.”

· “I liked how easy it was to find everything you needed.  Everything was right there.”

· “I’m glad that there are all those popular topics [on the homepage] so you don’t have to go the wrong way.”

· “Very well-designed.”

3.4 
Liked Least about the Website

The above list of “advantages” was much longer that the list of “disadvantages”.  Seven of the ten participants recorded aspects of the website that they disliked:

· “Just the links leading to more links, leading to more…”

· “Kind of slow.  A little ugly.”

· “The search function seems finicky at time.  “Benefits to seniors” showed a hit but “seniors benefits” and “benefits seniors” did not.”

· “Too many words on home page.”

· “Too many “in between” pages to get to the end.”

· “Found some things difficult to find.”

· “I couldn’t find Canada Post.”

Other disliked aspects mentioned during the discussion included:

· Regarding the online category:  “I don’t know what online services there are for me.”
· “About the homepage… it seems to be a bit too busy.”
· “I had one small complaint about the appearance…  You’ve got a really nice sleek website and then the “GO” of the search is in block text, like something off an Apple II…  But you’ve got a lot of soft lines and colours and such and then you’ve got that.”
· “Everything is small…  It’s really busy.  I don’t like the pictures.  I think it’s a really good medium of information, but it’s not a nice web page.”
· “I don’t like the scrolling, so I think it is too long.”
3.5 
Information or Services Interested in Finding

At the outset of the usability test, each respondent was asked to record three different services or information that they would like to be able to find at a Government of Alberta website.  Table 1 describes the information or service that they would like to find, along with how they tried to find that information, any comments they had about that search, and their rating of how difficult or easy it was to find.  Job or employment information was mentioned most often (4 of the 10 participants), while 2 participants looked for camping information.  All other services and information were mentioned by only one respondent each.  

With regard to job and employment information, two of the four respondents found it easy to find, one found it somewhat easy and one found it somewhat difficult.  The three respondents who rated it as easy to find (to some degree) had used the menus and links from the homepage, while the respondent who found it somewhat difficult had used the search engine.

Four of the ten respondents found all three of the services or information they were looking for.  Six of the 10 respondents could not find one of the services or information that they were looking, as follows:

· “Payroll forms, but that is because I should go to Canadian (federal) web, not provincial.”

· “How to renew my Alberta Health Care card (by being subsidized).  I thought there would be a phone number or a list of requirements to follow to renew.”

· “Could not find too much on seniors benefits.  Just could not find much more than cash benefits or premium exemptions.”

· “The web page for mental health care web site would not come up.”  Note:  this site was accessible on other computers at the session.
· “VISA information.  There were problems during the search.  The subject is not available.”

· “Any information on Canada Post or Canadian Postal Service.”
The following summarizes how easy or difficult it was to use Service Alberta to find the 30 services or information that they would like to find at a Government of Alberta website.





Number of Ratings


Very Easy


 8


Easy



 7


Somewhat Easy

 3


Neither Easy Nor Difficult
 2


Somewhat Difficult

 3


Difficult


 3


Very Difficult


 2


Not Stated


 2




Total

30

Most (18) of the services or information were rated as easy to find (to some degree), while 8 of the services were rated as difficult to find (to some degree).  As shown in Table 1, two services or information were rated as “very difficult” to find.  Both were not provided by the Government of Alberta (Family VISA, Canada Post).  A few participants acknowledged that they do not have a clear understanding of what services or information are offered by the Government of Alberta versus by other levels of government.

Table 1

Description of Information or Service
Beginning at the homepage please try to access the information or service that you described and record the route that you take from the homepage to try and find that information or service
Comments
Rate how easy or difficult it was for you to find the information or service you were looking for

Info on vital statistics (i.e. Birth certificate).
Licensing, registration, and certificates, then certificates
I like this better; really easy
Very easy

Business tax information
Quick links
Easy
Very easy

Museums
Home page list – museums, museums, museums and historic sites
Long links list on the first page
Very easy

Wildlife management, fishing, hunting license
License
Not stated
Very easy

Information on health services & what it provides (mental health)
Health (popular topics), went into mental health topics for shared mental health care in primary care practice and no information was provided on website
Explains with detail what needs to be done for any circumstances, great information when applicable
Very easy

Information on child care subsidies (financial assistance)
Children & Families (Popular topics)
Provided great information for single parents and what to do when needing help
Very easy

Car registration
Webpage – registration and certificates, registration, vehicle registration, motor vehicle registration
Information supplied is very detailed and useful, could not find involved costs
Very easy

WCB
Alberta Connects, Search for WCB
Not stated
Very easy

Jobs
Employment, job postings, Alberta jobs
Not stated
Easy

Agriculture information
Clicked on the agriculture link on the main page, I then clicked on rural development and found the information
Quite easy to use – very intuitive
Easy

Job postings
Clicked on finding a job, then clicked on job postings, there were then several useful links for employment opportunities
All good
Easy

Forms and application forms
Publications and forms – works good, need to know the correct name of the form
Could incorporate some “suggested sites” if form is not Gov. of Alberta but Federal or PSPP, etc.
Easy

What would be involved in retirement plans or benefits (pensions)
Search:  retirement Alberta Pensions Administration (APA)
Not stated
Easy

Events
Webpage – travel & tourism, information for services for  tourists, events
Very detailed information, time based events available, location based attractions, very informative
Easy

Planning a camping trip within Alberta
Clicked on guiding icons
Easy access and all the information desired
Easy

Fundraising information
Grants and funding, Alberta Lottery Fund, how to apply for a grant, community facility enhancement program
What is the point of having a single link to the Alberta Lottery fund? it should just go straight there
Somewhat easy

Employment information
Popular topics – employment
Something derailed me the first time but second attempt was smooth
Somewhat easy

Provincial parks
Travel
Link to provincial parks was low on the page.  Page of link is long.  Flash map is tricky.  Geographic search should have alphabetical lists
Somewhat easy

Information on what seniors get or not as for health
Found under search – seniors
Not too much information on what I was looking for
Neither easy nor difficult

Alberta Economic information
Clicked on icons
Fairly straight forward
Neither easy nor difficult

Campgrounds, camping close to Edmonton area
Quick link – tourist – AB outdoors – camping – select a region – click on Edmonton area, looking for accommodations – ran into a trap – I asked to search for campsite with flushing toilet – hot shower, etc. – came back with no hits- refine search – back to Service Alberta.  This time I went back to the beginning, instead of selecting by region, I selected national and provincial parks, camping that worked this time.  I am not sure what I did wrong when I selected using the map.
Taking too long went off in the wrong direction 
Somewhat difficult

News release
Clicked on “Alberta Government Home” link at the top of the page.  This link occurred after checking publications, popular topics and Government (left hand column link).
Although once I arrived there, the information provided was excellent, the name of the link was not very intuitive.  I found the publications page a little daunting, a most popular or recent information section would be nice
Somewhat difficult

Job hunting
Used the search
Employment opportunities in chosen field were fairly narrow, but did offer the information required
Somewhat difficult

Alberta Healthcare renewal
Typed in health care in search area, but was not successful.  Wasn’t in the forms list either
Not stated
Difficult

What and how is the heritage fund used
Not stated
Not found under heritage trust fund, found under health research org.
Difficult

What benefits are available for seniors
Not stated
Could not find too much
Difficult

Family VISA
No route
Cannot find information, search engine does not supply guidelines
Very difficult

Jobs with Canada Post
Employment opportunities, Alberta Government homepage, PAO home, employment in the APS, the Bulletin online
Not stated
Very difficult

Payroll forms
Selected forms and publications at the top.  Selected “P” for payroll forms, it was a miss.  Went to form search.  I guess this is not provincial so I looked at the wrong area.
Not stated
Not stated

Not stated
Not stated
Not stated
Not stated

3.5 
Ease of Finding Pre-Selected Information or Services

Participants were asked to try and find eight different pre-selected services or information using the Service Alberta website.  For each they recorded how they tried to find that information, any comments they had about that search, and their rating of how difficult or easy it was to find.  Their ratings of the ease or difficulty of finding each service or information are provided in Table 2.

The easiest service/information to find was ‘how to get a marriage licence’, as all ten rated it easy to find, to some degree.  It is interesting to note that different routes were taken by respondents to find this service/information.  Some went through “events in your life”, while others went through “popular topics”.  One respondent tried to find it using the search engine, but was unsuccessful. These findings suggest that the multiple routes from the Service Alberta home page helped make it easier for respondents to find the selected information and service.

Two respondents had some difficulty finding ‘how to renew your vehicle registration online’.  One respondent commented that it took too many pages to get to the site.  Another tried to find it using the word ‘licensing’ rather than ‘registration’ and hence was taken to drivers licensing instead of vehicle registration.  This respondent appreciated that she was able to find a link to get to vehicle registration from drivers licensing.  

One participant could not find Alberta Health Care Insurance Plan coverage costs even though he/she used the link to the Alberta health care insurance plan.  This respondent tried to find it using the word ‘coverage’ and did not try to find it using the ‘premiums and rates’ link.

One respondent found it somewhat difficult to find ‘how to apply for a student loan’, as he/she felt it took too many links to get there. 

Another participant had difficulty finding benefits for seniors after he/she clicked on ‘government planning and policies for seniors’.

One participant could find information but not services to help find employment.

Finally, one participant had difficulty finding ‘how to get child maintenance enforcement services’ as it could not be found when ‘child maintenance’ was typed into the search engine.  It was later found upon entering ‘family maintenance’ into the search engine.

In summary, access to the selected services and information tended to be rated as difficult when respondents felt that too many pages or links had to be used or when they could not identify the correct key word. 

Table 2

Ease of Finding Selected Services and Information Using Service Alberta Website

Service/Information
Number of Participants


Very Easy
Easy
Swht Easy
Neither Easy Nor Difficult
Swht

Difficult
Difficult
Very Difficult
Not Stated

How much a single adult pays per month for coverage under the Alberta Health Care Insurance Plan
0
5
1
3
0
0
1
0

How to get a marriage licence
2
7
1
0
0
0
0
0

How to apply for a student loan
1
3
2
3
1
0
0
0

Benefits for seniors
4
1
1
3
0
1
0
0

How to renew your vehicle registration online
2
4
1
1
2
0
0
0

How to search for a land title
1
1
2
2
1
0
0
3

Services or information to help find employment
0
3
1
1
0
0
1
4

How to get child maintenance enforcement services
0
2
1
0
1
0
0
6

3.6
Other Information or Services They Could Not Find

Respondents also had the opportunity to explore the Service Alberta website in any way they wished.  The following additional information or services could not be found:

· Available treatment or doctors for mental health care.

· Health care insurance costs as he tried to find this information by searching for ‘health care costs’.

· Employment information or services for students or recent graduates.

· Information on how to become a notary public or commissioner of oaths.

· Information on golfing in Alberta.

· Information on major events in Alberta such as Klondike Days or Calgary Stampede.

· Dental care.

3.7
Suggested Improvements to Service Alberta Website

The following written comments and suggestions were provided for improving the Service Alberta website:

· “The web page could be made a little easier to read for different categories.”

· “Easier accessibility to home and web page.”

· “I don’t think the search tool works very well.”

· “Sometimes you click on a link to get a single option, then you have to click there again.  This seems redundant.”

· “Suggest other sites if possible when I don’t know the proper terminology.”

· “Shorter ‘second page’, briefer descriptions, less ‘in between’ pages.”
During the discussion, participants provided the following additional suggestions for improving the Service Alberta website:

· “I would have found it helpful if there was some place where it could summarize quickly the most common types of things.  This is not a provincial thing.  You go to federal for passports…  For some reason I always get mixed up on things like that as to what is provincial and what is federal and which government I should be trying to contact for whatever I’m looking for.”

· “It would be helpful if I put in a word, put something in the search, for example, and if it didn’t belong to the site, or to any of the other Government of Alberta sites… that I could look into a few other places.  Bring up some suggestions…  Maybe this is what you want?”

· Regarding help on the search function, a participant suggested, “Maybe that help needs to be on the first search rather than on the second search, because you don’t see it on the first one.”

· “I would like to have that search part brought down with you when you go down the other columns.  It gets lost.  If you’re down on the bottom and you think, “I can’t really figure this out,” I’d like to do a search.  Where’s search?  You have to go back up to get search.  There is space there.  It could easily come down.”

· “I think they could make better use of space so you wouldn’t have to scroll.”  It was suggested that the framed space for each category, such as for ‘Events in your life’ could have scroll bars.  However this participant acknowledged that there are other issues with using a frame space site.
· “I don’t like to scroll.  I think that the descriptions under each heading [on the second pages] are in too large of text.  I’d rather have all those links together… rather than having to read through the descriptions… If there was a way of shrinking it up.  But I do like that it’s there.  I do think it’s useful.”

· “What you could do is have it when you move your mouse over the top… it gives you the information, for someone who wanted to read before they clicked.  That way you get them all collapsed...  Put your mouse on that and after a couple of seconds it comes up with the little box that tells you what it’s about.”

· “Maybe it could be a little more condensed.  Maybe people don’t realize that there are more choices down and you don’t have to use the scroll as much, where possible.”

· Participants discussed the appropriateness of the category buttons at the top (e.g., online services, events in your life).  Some felt they were not necessary, as the links to the category headings were repeated below on the same page.  Others commented that they took up too much space on the page and that reducing the size of the buttons would help reduce the scrolling required.
· “I think it would be helpful for people who aren’t used to using a computer to know what quick links means.”

· “The home page maybe could be more colourful.”

· Some participants thought the links should be ordered based on those used most often, while others thought it was best that they be ordered alphabetically.
· Some participants thought that, to save space, the tag line “One stop.  Thousands of answers” could be dropped while others thought it should be retained.
· “That Service Alberta is clunky.”
· Several participants did not notice the Service Alberta home button on the top of the secondary pages and it was suggested that it be more evident how to get back to the Service Alberta home page, especially if you did not get there via the Service Alberta home page, in which case the back button on your browser could not take you back there.
· “Publications and forms is absolutely frightening… I think that possibly either commonly sought ones…or new publications…  If there was an all option, one of the nice things about that, even though it is a mess… it would show you the entire alphabet, then I could at least search the entire alphabet, whereas this way…  I’ve got to know what it starts with.”

· One participant preferred Times New Roman font.  Others had no opinion or liked the font used.
· A few participants suggested that all the items under each heading (e.g., Popular Topics) have the same color code or that a border be put around each set of headings and items.  “For the popular topics [for example], maybe if it was all lined in green, so that’s all for the popular topics, instead of running the quick links…the whole border.  I think it would make it look a bit more attractive…  Border all the way around.”

· “Brighten it up a bit.”

· A few participants suggested that Service Alberta offer links to other governments, including other provincial, federal or municipal governments.
3.7
Awareness of the Service Alberta Website

Only one respondent recalled seeing Service Alberta on a website.  This respondent thought that that she had seen it on the Government of Alberta homepage.  None had used the Service Alberta website before participating in the session.

There was a consensus that Albertans should be aware of the Service Alberta website, and that more should be done to increase awareness.

· “I’d like to see lots of advertising, like what Canada.com has been doing.”

· “I’m happy that I got to come here and to learn about this website so now I have a way to access a lot of information instead of having to go call people up.”
· “All the information is really useful to pretty much anybody.”
· “I feel privileged to be here.  I would have never looked on this website for anything, whatever it may be.  There is so much information that is useful in everyday life that is on this website.  Hey, I’m happy.”
· “They have commercials out there for Travel Alberta.  Why not this?…  Just explain what it can do for the public.”
· “It was only launched 2 months ago.  It will take a long time before people are aware of it… Advertise this.”
When asked if they would be likely to use Service Alberta should they visit the Government of Alberta homepage (gov.ab.ca), there was general agreement that they would, given that many of the Service Alberta links are on the homepage.  It was pointed out that they would probably not get to the Service Alberta homepage, as they were not likely to click on the Service Alberta logo.  It was not clearly evident that the logo was a link.  Respondents pointed out that if someone was going to Service Alberta from the Government of Alberta homepage, they are more likely to go to a second or subsequent page, rather than the Service Alberta homepage.  Suggestions for improving how Service Alberta is presented on the Government of Alberta homepage were as follows:

· “If you want to be distinct [on the] government page, then I think you have to put it [Service Alberta] in a background to make it look like it belongs together.”

· “Maybe if you had just a bigger link for Service Alberta…  I would make it more clear that it is a link.”

In addition to providing comments about their awareness of Service Alberta website, several participants commented that they did not know that they could renew their vehicle registration online and that they would like to have known that.  Another commented:

· “It’s not just a vehicle, I think there are other things you can do.  The birth certificate, things that people have to do, the marriage certificate, or whatever you have to do because of life.  I wouldn’t have realized that I could do a lot of that kind of thing right online.  Even having a baby – you could get the form.”
4. Conclusions

Based on these usability tests and discussions, the new Service Alberta website appears to meet its objective of providing Albertans with an online mechanism for one-stop shopping for Government of Alberta information and services.  Participants agreed that the new website was attractive, easy to navigate, useful and informative.  Participants appreciated the opportunity to learn about the Service Alberta website and felt that it was very important that other Albertans learn about it as well.

Service Alberta may want to consider the following enhancements, as suggested by participants:

· Reduce scrolling whenever possible.  This could be done by reducing the font size on secondary pages, reducing the size of the buttons along the top, etc.

· Suggest links to services and information provided by other governments (e.g. federal, provincial or municipal).

· Enhance the search engine, if possible, so that it offers suggestions for the words that participants could not find during the session.  It was also suggested that, if the page requires scrolling, then the search engine should be available at the top as well as at the bottom of the scrolled page.

· Continue to find ways to minimize the number of pages required in getting to a particular service or information.

· Improve access to the Service Alberta homepage from the Government of Alberta homepage by making it more obvious that the Service Alberta logo is a link.  Also, make it more obvious how to get to the Service Alberta homepage from the other Service Alberta pages. 

