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User Experience & Usability
Roundtable Briefing, March 2006
1. Introduction

This is a summary of the discussion at E-consultancy’s March 2006 roundtable about User Experience & Usability. 
We run four roundtables a month for our corporate members, covering a range of topics relating to internet marketing and e-commerce. 
If you are interested in attending a roundtable, or corporate membership to E-consultancy, please contact Peter Abraham on +44 (0) 207 681 4053 / Peter@e-consultancy.com. 

E-consultancy URL: http://www.e-consultancy.com 

2. Companies in attendance

	Amberlight


	Lloyds of London


	Box UK


	O2


	Bunnyfoot


	PricewaterhouseCoopers

	COI

	Royal Mail

	Foviance


	Totaljobs Group


3. Summary of Key Points from Roundtable Discussion

3.1 User experience and wider business objectives
· Data and intelligence about what is happening on a website can be very valuable for understanding user behaviour and sources of traffic. 
· However, it is important to know what you are looking for otherwise a business can drown in a sea of web analytics information.
· It is crucial to ask the right questions at the outset. 

· Rather than improving user experience for its own sake, it is common for this area to be regarded as a component of overall strategy, geared towards delivering wider business objectives including financial targets.
· It can be a challenge to educate website owners and stakeholders about the importance of addressing commercial objectives and building a business case when they are seeking resources to make improvements. 
· A usability agency/consultancy needs to understand a company’s budget and commercial realities so that it can make suitable recommendations.

· Not many businesses will have an open-ended budget with the scope of the project dictated by the returns which might be possible. 

· Usability testing is often one of the first things to be sacrificed if a project runs out of time and/or money.
· There is no point in making recommendations if a business is not in a position to make those changes, either because they are not feasible from a commercial or political perspective or because the company does not have the resources to make or to manage the changes. Recommendations have to be realistic in terms of timeframes and budget.
· However, an agency/consultancy cannot help if nothing can be changed or fixed.

3.2 User experience measurement and metrics

· Different companies have different metrics/Key Performance Indicators for measuring user experience.
· Sometimes a business might measure CSI (Customer Satisfaction Index) across all channels using offline techniques.  
· This might not provide the detail and granularity which is needed to assess the online user experience. 

· If online performance within an organisation is being measured purely in terms of conversion rates, this won’t provide information about customer satisfaction.
· One business has awarded bonuses based on online customer experience. 

· Level of customer satisfaction does not always correlate with level of sales, for example during the Christmas period when there are more sales but also more customer dissatisfaction.

· Not all websites are geared towards e-commerce which means there needs to be a different way of judging success apart from increased sales and better conversion rates.

· The role of a website may be to provide information effectively, for example Government websites.
· A purpose of a website may be to make it as easy as possible to fill in a form. 

· It is not always straightforward to work out what a user wants from a website and whether their customer journey has been successful.
· “You have to ask yourself what determines success for a website.”

· It is easier to justify investment for revenue-generating websites.

· It can be difficult for businesses to take web analyics data, map it against the user experience and work out the key reference points.

· Online surveys can also be used to understand online customer experience and performance in terms of factors such as download speed, navigation and quality of content.
· Online surveys can be good for targeting problem areas. 
· Usability agencies and in-house user experience champions face a challenge in justifying investment because metrics and figures don’t always improve as quickly as in some areas of marketing where there will be an instant jump or uplift.
· “It typically takes more time to justify usability investment.”

· It is also difficult to prove that improvements in metrics (e.g.for conversion rates and sales) are attributable to investment in usability. 
· In fast-changing markets, the uplift/improvement might be down to other factors such as marketing promotions. 

· “It’s difficult to measure your impact.”

· “Things are changing on a daily basis.”

· “You can do an A/B test but you can’t compare one week against another.”

· Organisations are now more likely to have got the basics rights which means it is harder to make step changes in terms of improvement. 

· Companies typically don’t want to invest in usability/user experience to make something very good if it is already fairly good.  
· There can be diminishing returns. 

3.3 Skills & processes to support user experience optimisation activities
· Project management of website development can be a very complex affair because of competing agendas and different processes for stakeholders in areas such as IT, user experience, accessibility, search engine optimisation, content management and branding.
· Companies adopt different processes and frameworks to incorporate all these elements.

· One attendee had a very positive experience with Agile Project Management because of its iterative and flexible approach which enabled the company and its agency to work together very effectively. 
· A linear project time plan was broken down into periods called ‘sprints’.

· Different stakeholders worked in close proximity.

· Barriers to progress were flagged up in daily meetings.
· Usability & Accessibility was included in requirements document.

· Project included an element of end user testing.
· Another attendee said that she had found it difficult to involve the end user while working on projects using Agile techniques. 

· From a usability agency point of view, it is easier to work with a single client-side person (who manages other internal stakeholders) rather than with “a committee”.
· In this scenario, the client representative will either be a usability champion or a research manager.
· It is often not clear in web team structures whether the person who is running the show is actually a user experience expert.
· The person in charge needs to understand the business and have domain expertise. 

· Technology and frameworks need to be chosen to suit your user experience and business requirements, not the other way around.
· Avoid a scenario where the approach is dictated by the constraints of a particular technology.

· Some companies have found that their content management system has limited what they can do.

· A project needs direction and a clear focus but at the same time the requirements of different business owners need to be incorporated.
· A matrix approach can be useful so that check-points such as user testing are mapped on to the overall process.

· Usability and Accessibility somehow needs to be sewn into the process but unfortunately is sometimes sacrificed.

· Typically it takes longer and is more expensive if you do it properly.
· There have to be compromises.

· Key issues have to be identified at the outset.
· Usability testing at the start of a project (front-loading) can save a lot of head-aches, time and cost at the end. 
· “Low-fidelity” usability techniques (e.g. paper prototyping) can be fast, iterative and cheap. 
· Client-side usability stakeholders sometimes have to be realistic about the commercial agenda, for example revenue which is generated from methods which are unpalatable to the user experience purist (e.g. pop-up adverts).
· User testing can be a good way for internal usability champions to get evidence that bad practice or a sub-optimal user experience is harming the brand.
· Third party evidence from an agency can be a politically effective way of precipitating change.

3.4 The multi-channel user experience

· A lot of usability techniques used for the internet apply to Interactive Television. 
· Navigation is important; eye-tracking can be used to good effect.

· But in terms of measurability, iTV is a long way behind the web.
· Usability was around before the internet. 

· Some attendees thought that agency expertise in a particular platform (e.g. iTV) was not a pre-requisite for being hired and doing a good job.

· “The same principles apply and users are the same people.”
· Others said that technical knowledge about a particular platform would be essential. 

· Some agencies have different experts for different platforms. 

3.5 User experience trends

· A requirement of the Disability Discrimination Act is more active promotion of disability awareness by public bodies which means there will need to be more research into the needs of disabled users.
· The findings of Government research into media literacy (published in March 2006) will drive the agenda in terms of the need to make people more confident about using different forms of media. 
· Ofcom, the telecommunications regulator, is obliged by the Communications Act 2003 to promote media literacy in the UK.
· More research will be done into gender preferences with regard to design and user experience. 
· Companies will continue to improve their website search and knowledge retrieval capabilities. 

4. Useful links:
Usability & Accessibility Buyer’s Guide (2006) – E-consultancy 
http://www.e-consultancy.com/publications/usability-and-accessibility-buyers-guide-2005/ 
Usability & Accessibility – E-consultancy Roundtable Output 2004 (Detailed notes)
http://www.e-consultancy.com/publications/usability-and-accessibility-roundtable/ 

Amberlight – Human-Computer Interaction Consultancy
http://www.amber-light.co.uk/ 

Box UK – services include Information Architecture consultancy

http://www.boxuk.com/ 
Bunnyfoot – interactive behaviour consultancy

http://www.bunnyfoot.com 
Foviance – combining usability services with web analytics
http://www.foviance.com  
Ofcom Media Literacy Audit

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/medialit_audit/medialit_audit.pdf 

Usability Professionals’ Association UK Chapter 

http://www.ukupa.org.uk/
Usability News

http://www.usabilitynews.com/ 

Usability Views

http://www.usabilityviews.com 

Jakob Nielsen

http://www.useit.com/ 

5. About E-consultancy

E-consultancy is the UK’s leading online publisher of best practice internet marketing reports, research and how-to guides. It also publishes buyer’s guides and has a directory of 100,000+ third party internet marketing white papers. 

Since moving to a paid-content model in 2003 E-consultancy has amassed thousands of paying subscribers, more than 35,000 registered users and 150,000+ unique users sessions per month. Its weekly newsletter is sent to 20,000 users. Subscribers pay from £149 per year to access the exclusive and highly practical content, which helps internet marketers get the most out of their websites.

E-consultancy has more than 100 events lined up for 2006, including roundtables and monthly Supplier Showcases, where six suppliers pitch to an audience of pre-qualified buyers (typically between 100-150) in a Central London venue.

http://www.e-consultancy.com/about/ 
6. Public Training Courses

E-consultancy also provides a range of public and in-house training programmes, such as seminars and workshops.

Our Usability and User Experience training seminars will be held in June and November, 2006. The training courses will take place in London and Manchester. Please visit our website for more details (URL below).
If you would like to know more about our in-house training options then please contact Craig Hanna on +44 207 681 4078 or email him at Craig@e-consultancy.com. 

Please visit our website for more details (URL below).
If you would like to know more about our in-house training options then please contact Craig Hanna on +44 207 681 4078 or email him at Craig@e-consultancy.com. 

7. Contact

If you would like to know more about corporate membership and our roundtables then please contact us on +44 207 681 4053 or Peter@e-consultancy.com. 

E-consultancy URL: http://www.e-consultancy.com 
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