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Executive Summary
As part of the Geospatial Multistate Archive and Preservation Partnership (GeoMAPP), each
state partner was tasked with chronicling the full life cycle of transferring and archiving identified
“demonstration datasets” of superseded geospatial information. For the North Carolina team,
the resulting Intrastate Data Transfer Design document 1 describes the steps and results of the
transfer, preservation actions performed on the content, including validation checks, and
performance metrics including the network transfer or data loading/unloading times and the total
time to validate the transferred data. In this document the NC team also outlined its commitment
to investigating the ease of geospatial data discovery via traditional archival access tools -- a
finding aid and the Manuscript and Archives Reference System (MARS), the online union
catalog for the North Carolina State Archives.
The team decided to use a remote usability study to fulfill this metric. The main objectives of the
study were (1) to investigate the effectiveness and efficiency of discovering and accessing GIS
demonstration datasets via traditional archival access tools, (2) to assess user satisfaction,
specifically gauging the quality of the user’s experience interacting with both the finding aid and
the catalog, and (3) to measure how users expect to access GIS data.
Twelve state employees participated in the study, with seven from the GIS community and five
from the archival community.
It should be noted that the usability study was conducted approximately two months after the
release of a new online version of MARS. The MARS development team was still in the process
of vetting and fixing reported problems, making enhancements to the online Help, and
conducting outreach to ensure staff and potential users knew how to use the new system.
Accordingly, a few of the problems identified by the usability study participants were already
being addressed by the MARS development team. Additionally, geospatial information had
never been previously cataloged in MARS. Consequently, the North Carolina team and the
MARS development team were testing a “new” way to access GIS datasets, which may have
contributed to some of the uncertainty experienced by the usability study participants. Even with
these known provisions, it is important to note that the results of the usability study provide a
solid foundation for continuing research on the discovery and accessibility of geospatial
information.
Analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative data by the North Carolina team resulted in the
following top findings.
Top 5 Positive Findings
1. A majority of the participants use the Internet at some level to search for GIS
information.

1

To read the document in its entirety, see:
http://geomapp.net/docs/NC_Intrastate_Geoarchives_Final_20090914.doc.
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2. Archival and GIS terminology/concepts in both the finding aid and MARS are
reasonably easy to understand.
3. The way GIS datasets are organized is not difficult to understand. Many participants
like the detailed, logical set up.
4. Most of the participants understand the metadata and feel that the amount of
metadata associated with a record is appropriate.
5. Overall, participants are positive about superseded GIS datasets being available via
an online catalog.
Top 5 Findings for Improvement
1. Neither the finding aid nor datasets in the MARS catalog are indexed by commercial
search engines, making data discovery via the World Wide Web challenging.
2. The North Carolina State Archives website is not a “normal” starting place for
participants looking for GIS datasets.
3. The more advanced the search method, the more likely the participant is not going to
complete the search successfully.
4. How to request GIS datasets is confusing. Additionally, participants are not sure how
they are going to receive the datasets once requested.
5. Overall, the effectiveness of and user satisfaction with both discovery tools is mixed.
Particularly for new users, navigating MARS is challenging.
Based on these findings, the team proposes the following recommendations:
•

Provide to the MARS development team participant feedback from the Usability Study.

•

Investigate and implement changes/enhancements to the process for data request.
Additionally, continue investigating how the requested data would be served out to
users.

•

Based on participant recommendations, investigate enhancements/changes for the next
phase of the GeoMAPP project.

•

Continue outreach efforts to both GIS and non-GIS communities about discovery and
access of superseded GIS data held by the North Carolina State Archives.

•

As enhancements/improvements are made to both the finding aid and MARS, potentially
conduct a follow up usability study to gauge changes in effectiveness and user
satisfaction.
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1.

Introduction

The purpose of this report is to summarize the remote usability study conducted by the North
Carolina State Archives as part of the Geospatial Multistate Archive and Preservation
Partnership (GeoMAPP) (www.geomapp.com ). This report contains the following information:
•

Methodology – describes the participants’ demographics, the timeframe for test
creation and implementation, the testing procedures, as well as the usability metrics
collected by the North Carolina team.

•

Results and Findings – includes summarized qualitative and quantitative results from
the usability test and major findings emerging from data analysis.

•

Recommendations – lists recommendations based on the results and findings, as well
as well as suggestions for future actions.

•

Appendices – contains all the materials associated with the usability test including the
pre-test questionnaire, usability test, and post-test questionnaire. Summarized
participant comments from both the usability test and the post-test questionnaire are
also included.

1.1. Project Overview
As part of the GeoMAPP project, each state partner was tasked with chronicling the full life
cycle of transferring and archiving identified “demonstration datasets” of superseded geospatial
information. For the North Carolina team, the resulting Intrastate Data Transfer Design
document describes the steps and results of the transfer, preservation actions performed on the
content, including validation checks, and performance metrics including the network transfer or
data loading/unloading times and the total time to validate the transferred data. In this document
the NC team also outlined its commitment to investigating the ease of geospatial data discovery
via traditional archival access tools.
Specifically:
The final validation check will attempt to measure the ease of data discovery.
We will solicit several participants unfamiliar with the [MARS] system, to try to
discover, to access, and to open a specific geospatial dataset with little or no
coaching. The participants will be asked to measure the time it takes to
complete the process. We will then ask the participant to provide qualitative
feedback by responding to a prescribed set of questions asking about the data
retrieval process and challenges faced in data discovery and access.
Currently, there are two paths available for the discovery of materials collected and preserved
by the North Carolina State Archives:
•

An archival finding aid facilitates the discovery of information within a collection of
records. It places the archival materials in context by consolidating information about the
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collection, such as acquisition, scope of the collection, and organization and
arrangement. 2 In North Carolina, finding aids are available online via the North Carolina
State Archives website (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Online Finding Aids

•

A key goal of providing the finding aid online is to guide users to the MARS database
(Figure 2). The Manuscript and Archives Reference System (MARS) is the online
union catalog for the North Carolina State Archives, and contains searchable
descriptions of its widely varying archival holdings. Within the MARS catalog users have
the capability of searching for the GIS data collection using a variety of basic and
advanced methods to find the specific dataset(s) they seek.

2

A Glossary of Archival and Records Terminology; Society of American Archivists website
http://www.archivists.org/glossary/term_details.asp?DefinitionKey=66). Accessed September, 2009.
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Figure 2. MARS Catalog

1.2. Test Objectives
The focus of this usability study is the discovery of a subset of the demonstration data using
these two discovery methods. The main objectives are (1) to investigate the effectiveness 3 and
efficiency 4 of discovering and accessing GIS demonstration datasets via an archival finding aid
and the North Carolina State Archives Manuscript and Archives Reference System (MARS)
online catalog, (2) to assess user satisfaction, specifically gauging the quality of the user’s
experience interacting with both the finding aid and the catalog and (3) to measure how users
expect to access GIS data.
The scope of the study does not include assessment of the overall design of either the finding
aid or the MARS catalog, just the areas related to data discovery and access.

3

Effectiveness is the measure of the ability of a program, project or task to produce a specific desired effect or result
that can be quantitatively measured.
4
Efficiency, on the other hand, is the skillfulness in avoiding wasted time and effort.
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2.

Methodology

Due to the geographical dispersion of potential test participants, the North Carolina team opted
to employ remote usability testing, in which participants are asked to complete an unmediated
test session in their own environment and self-report the results. This method best reflects the
real-life scenario of finding the material.
2.1. Participant Demographics
The study targeted North Carolina state government employees with a goal of soliciting an even
number of participation from those employees familiar with GIS data but not familiar with either
a finding aid or the MARS catalog, and those not familiar with GIS data but who had likely been
exposed to or had used a finding aid or online catalog. The GIS participants were recruited with
the generous help of the Geographic Information Coordinating Council (GICC), the Statewide
Mapping Advisory Committee (SMAC) and the State Government Users Committee (SGUC).
The “non-GIS” participants were recruited from the North Carolina State Archives.
Among the twelve participants, there were seven from the GIS community, representing six
state agencies, and five from the archival community, representing two branches within the
same agency. Ages ranged from under 25 to over 55. Table 2.1 summarizes the participant
demographics.
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Participant

Age
Range

Gender

GIS/NonGIS

Agency

Frequency of
Use of GIS
Data in Work
Activities

Internet
Usage to
Find GIS
Data

1

35-44

Male

GIS

Dept. of
Administration

Daily

Occasionally

2

45-55

Female

GIS

DENR

Weekly

Occasionally

3

25-34

Male

GIS

NC Div. of
Forest
Resources

Daily

Weekly

4

35-44

Female

GIS

NC Wildlife
Resources
Commission

Daily

Daily

5

Over 55

Male

GIS

CGIA

Daily

Weekly

6

35-44

Male

GIS

N.C. State
University

Daily

Daily

7

25-34

Male

GIS

N.C. State
University

Daily

Daily

8

25-34

Male

Non-GIS

N.C. State
Archives

N/A

Monthly

9

Under 25

Female

Non-GIS

N.C. State
Archives

N/A

Never

10

25-34

Female

Non-GIS

N.C. State
Archives

N/A

Occasionally

11

35-44

Male

Non-GIS

N.C. State
Archives

N/A

Occasionally

12

35-44

Female

Non-GIS

N.C. State
Archives

N/A

Never

Table 2.1. Participant Demographics
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2.2. Test Schedule
The test planning phase began in late August, 2009 and the Usability Test plan was finalized on
September 30, 2009. The remote usability tests started on October 5 and were concluded on
October 23, 2009.
2.3. Test Procedure
Each participant received an e-mail (Figure 3) which included an attached pre-test questionnaire
and usability test. The participant was asked to complete either the “GIS” pre-test questionnaire
(Appendix A) or “Non-GIS” questionnaire depending on familiarity with GIS data. The goal of
completing the questionnaire was to validate qualifications and to gather additional background
information to help analyze and interpret test data.

Figure 3. Introductory email

The test (Appendix B) consisted of seven (7) scenarios. A test scenario described a particular
task and asked the participant to accomplish the task using the Internet, a finding aid or MARS
catalog. Participants were asked to log or “self-report” their actions and observations while
interacting with the finding aid and MARS catalog.
After completion of the test, a post-test debriefing, in the form of a face-to-face interview, was
conducted with a sample of participants. This format was selected so that the interviewer could
adapt the questions as necessary, clarify doubt and ensure that the responses were properly
understood. Additionally, the interviewer could pick up nonverbal cues from the participants. The
post-test interview consisted of eight questions (Appendix C), with the aim of capturing the
participant’s overall perception of discovering and accessing GIS data and specific perceptions
related to usability concerns.
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2.4. Usability Metrics
Effectiveness
The effectiveness of discovering and accessing geospatial data via the online finding aid and
the MARS catalog was measured on a scale of 1-4 with 1 being the least difficult and 4 being
the most difficult (not completing the task). Effectiveness was also measured by determining the
whether the participant understood specific geospatial and archival terminology and whether the
participant had difficulty in locating specific information about geospatial datasets. These were
both measured with a yes/no answer.
Efficiency
In order to assess the efficiency of discovering and accessing geospatial data, the North
Carolina team planned to collect the self-report timings for completing each of the scenarios. If
the participant did not time him or herself, the team planned to equate efficiency with the level of
difficulty in completing the task. For example, if a participant had difficulty completing a task, it
was assumed that the task took longer thus decreasing efficiency.
Satisfaction
To measure user satisfaction, the North Carolina team relied on self-reported user comments
and results from the post-test interviews.
3.

Results and Findings

This section provides summarized results from the usability study. The findings that emerged
from analyzing the raw data, user comments, and post-test interviews are presented here as
well.
3.1. Participant Demographics Results
In the Demographic Information Questionnaire, all participants were asked about their frequency
of using the Internet to search for GIS information. The following chart (Figure 3) illustrates that
83% of participants, regardless of their designation (GIS/non-GIS), use the Internet at some
level to search for GIS information.
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Figure 3. Use of Internet

The North Carolina team also wanted a sense of how frequently GIS practitioners use GIS
information in their work activities. By having an understanding of the level of use, the team
hoped to get a sense of the type of access desired to geospatial data. Figure 4 shows that all
the GIS participants use GIS information in their work activities, with over half (57%) of the
participants using this information in their daily work activities.

Figure 4. Use of GIS
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3.2. Quantitative Results
Locating and Understanding the Finding Aid
Participants were asked to locate the online finding aid on the North Carolina State Archives
website. Results show (Figure 5) that 8 out of 12 participants (67%) had challenges completing
the task. Even though a link to the North Carolina State Archives was provided in the scenario,
several participants attempted to search for the finding aid via a web browser (using a variety of
search terms) thus leading to the conclusion that the finding aid had not been indexed by either
Google or Firefox and thus was not “searchable”. One resolute participant eventually located the
finding aid by searching through a NC Archives blog (http://history4all.blogspot.com/), which
briefly mentioned the availability of the new GIS Collection finding aid 5.

Figure 5. Finding aid

After locating the Online Finding Aid link on the NC Archives website, participants experienced
difficulties determining how the finding aid was categorized by “Material Type” (Figure 6). Half of
the participants could not easily assess that GIS data was categorized as state agency records,
but instead concluded that they were Non-Textual Materials. As one participant stated, “I tried
searching under non-textual resources first, after all, GIS data is frequently non-text in nature.”

5

At the time of the usability study, North Carolina finding aids were not indexed by a commercial search engine such
as Google. Therefore, the North Carolina team implemented a work around to have the finding aid hosted on the blog
which is indexed by Google. Since the completion of the usability study, the finding aid for the GIS datasets has been
indexed by commercial search engines.
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Figure 6. Material Type

Participants fared much better understanding the terminology and concepts in the finding aid.
After reading through the finding aid, 92% of the participants indicated that they had no issues
with its content.
Navigating to MARS and Locating/Understanding the GIS Organizational Structure
Overall, navigation to the MARS catalog via the online finding aid was effective with only 25% of
the participants experiencing minor problems. Participants identified one of the key minor
problems as the MARS link in the finding aid directing participants to the old MARS website.
There were mixed results with participants accessing the GIS organizational structure from the
Advanced Search page in MARS, with 50% of the participants completing the task with zero
difficulty and the remaining 50% completing the task with some level of difficulty (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Accessing organizational structure

Particularly confusing to participants was the combination of a search box and browse button
(Figure 7), which left several participants wondering which one would lead them to the correct
place. The inability to type in the search box seemed to add to their confusion. As one
North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report
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participant stated, “only the browse button seems necessary at this point. Maybe there’s a
reason [for the text box], but it’s not apparent now.”

Figure 7. Accessing organizational structure

After finding the GIS organizational structure, participants were then asked explore the levels of
records in the collection with the intent of evaluating the complexity and logical organization of
the structure (Figure 8) 6. While a majority of the participants (83%) found no issue with the
organization of the GIS data collection, nearly all participants commented on the slowness of
the response time in opening the subfolders. Two participants estimated that it took from 15-30
seconds to open each new level.

6

The GIS data collection is arranged into 4 series: Digitized Maps, Orthoimagery (digital imagery), Project Files and
Vector Data. Within each series are further delineations distinguishing whether the data represented is county based
or statewide. The datasets in Vector Data have a different folder structure, beginning with the classification of items
first by ISO 19115 Categories and then by Ramona GIS Inventory Data Layers. The items are further distinguished
as either county based or statewide, followed by the dataset name and then by the year the dataset was published.
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Figure 8. Organizational structure

Basic Search vs. Advanced Search
Three of the test scenarios asked participants to find specific datasets using methods within
both the basic and advanced search. Ranging from simple to complex, search methods
included typing in free text in the Basic search mode, and browsing/searching by type of
document and subject type in the Advanced Search mode. Figure 9 shows that the more
complex the search method, the less likely the participants were able to complete the task
without difficulties. As one participant commented about searching by subject type, “I am unsure
why I would ever search for a record this way [by subject type] – I would simply search for
“Dare” under title, and “1996” under year, in advanced search.”
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Figure 9. Search methods

Metadata
In addition to asking participants to perform a specific task, three of the scenarios also asked
participants about their level of understanding of key pieces of metadata, or information
describing particular aspects of the dataset. Specifically, participants were asked if they
understood the software requirements necessary to view/manipulate GIS data, the difference
between two scales of an orthoimagery dataset, and the information necessary to request GIS
datasets. Overall, participants seemed to understand the information associated with a dataset,
with a minimum of 75% of the participants confirming “yes” in the usability test (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Metadata
North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report
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However, 58% of the participants had problems locating both the contact information and the
software requirements as these were hidden by the abbreviated Scope/Contents (Figure 11). It
was only when participants selected the “View Full Scope/Contents” link that they saw this
information. Of those having problems locating this information, all questioned the necessity of
abbreviating this section, and suggested providing just the Full/Scope contents option. As one
participant asked, “Is abbreviating this section really worth it? It was not clear to me that I’d get
the email address by expanding this box. I clicked that link because of the [usability] test – I
figured it should be there somewhere.”

Figure 11. Scope/Contents

Requesting Datasets
The final scenario of the usability test asked participants to request three datasets using the
Contact Email Address (records@ncdcr.gov) identified in a previous scenario. Seventy-five
percent (75%) of the participants had no difficulty completing this task. The same percentage
felt that there was enough information provided to them for requesting the data. However, what
information to include in the request was an obstacle for all the participants. Figure 12
summarizes the information the participants included in their e-mail request (note: the “N/A”
refers to the two participants who did not identify which datasets they were requesting).
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Figure 12. Data request

When reviewing participant comments from the usability test, 58% of the respondents indicated
they would have preferred selecting the datasets via an online “shopping cart” or “storage bin”
(see http://digarch.lib.mtu.edu/ as an example) or some type of computer-generated template or
online form to complete the data request.
Overall, the quantitative results suggest that the effectiveness and efficiency of both the finding
aid and MARS is varied.
3.3. Qualitative Results
The qualitative results focus more on user satisfaction, specifically gauging the quality of the
user’s experience interacting with both the finding aid and the catalog. In order to capture this
information, the team analyzed user comments and conducted post-test interviews. Seven of
the twelve participants were interviewed. The summarized results are presented in Appendix D.
Overall the data suggests that user satisfaction with both the finding aid and the MARS catalog
is mixed. While participants expressed having some difficulties with using these tools to find
geospatial datasets and identified specific functionality, display and content issues with the
finding aid and the online catalog, the participants also provided positive comments and
identified features that were easy to use and posed no barriers to finding the datasets.
3.4 Findings
By summarizing both the qualitative and quantitative results, the North Carolina team compiled
the following top findings:
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Top 5 Positive Findings
1. A majority of the participants use the Internet at some level to search for GIS
information.
2. Archival and GIS terminology/concepts in both the finding aid and MARS are
reasonably easy to understand.
3. The way GIS datasets are organized is not difficult to understand. Many participants
like the detailed, logical set up.
4. Most of the participants understand the metadata and feel that the amount of
metadata associated with a record is appropriate.
5. Overall, participants are positive about superseded GIS datasets being available via
an online catalog.
Top 5 Findings for Improvement
1. Neither the finding aid nor datasets in the MARS catalog are indexed by commercial
search engines, making data discovery via the World Wide Web challenging.
2. The North Carolina State Archives website is not a “normal” starting place for
participants looking for GIS datasets.
3. The more advanced the search method the more likely the participant is not going to
complete the search successfully.
4. How to request GIS datasets is confusing. Additionally, participants are not sure how
they are going to receive the datasets once requested.
5. Overall, the effectiveness of and user satisfaction with both discovery tools is mixed.
Particularly for new users, navigating MARS is challenging.
3.5 Addendum
Since the completion of the usability test, the NC GeoMAPP and MARS development teams
have worked closely to resolve known functionality, display and content issues, create
temporary workarounds for those issues that will need to be addressed in later release, and
identify enhancements to MARS that will address user needs (see next section). Both teams will
also continue working together during the next phase of the GeoMAPP project to investigate
other access tools that may be better suited for geospatial information.
4. Recommendations and Future Actions
On the basis of findings in Section 3.4 of this report, the North Carolina team makes the
following recommendations:
North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report
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•

Provide to the MARS development team participant feedback from the Usability Study.
The feedback will be categorized type of issue, including Functionality, Display, and
Content. Additionally a list of participant-generated suggestions for improvement/future
functionality will be provided.

•

Investigate and implement changes/enhancements to the process for data request,
including the potential creation of an online form/template or “shopping cart” to make a
records request. Additionally, continue investigating how the requested data would be
served out to users.

•

Based on participant recommendations, investigate the following for the next phase of
the GeoMAPP project:
o

Determine how to index the NC GIS Data Collection and finding aid on Google or
other commercial search engine.

o

Introduce some type of data dictionary as GIS vocabulary may be a learning
curve.

o

Provide different ways to access data depending on the user. Some may like a
more traditional catalog, while others may be more interested in something more
visual (like clicking on an interactive map).

o

Provide users the ability to find the dataset and then be able to download it
directly from the catalog.

o

Thumbnail or preview images of the GIS data that is available 7.

•

Continue outreach efforts to both GIS and non-GIS communities about discovery and
access of superseded GIS data held by the North Carolina State Archives.

•

As enhancements/improvements are made to both the finding aid and MARS, potentially
conduct a follow up usability study to gauge changes in effectiveness and user
satisfaction.

7

When originally documenting the lifecycle of the demonstration dataset, the North Carolina team had anticipated
that a link to the data would be provided in the MARS catalog. As this was not in part of Phase I of the MARS project,
the NC team indicated in the MARS catalog that the data would not be available online.
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Appendix A: GIS Pre-test Questionnaire

Demographic Information Questionnaire
(Please note that your information will not be given to outside entities. It is for internal use only.)

1. Name:

2. Job Title:

3. Age Group (circle or highlight one):
Under 25
25-34
35-44
45-55
Over 55

4. Gender (circle or highlight one): Female

Male

5. Years of GIS experience:

6. How frequently do you use GIS information in your work activities? (circle or highlight one)

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Occasionally

Never

7. How often do you use the internet to search for GIS information? (circle or highlight one)

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Occasionally

North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report
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Appendix B: Usability Test

GeoMAPP GIS Usability Test

Introduction
Thank you for your participation in the test session. The purpose of the test session is twofold. First it
will investigate the effectiveness and efficiency of discovering and accessing GIS demonstration datasets
via an archival finding aid 8 and the North Carolina State Archives Manuscript and Archives Reference
System (MARS) online catalog. The test is also directed towards user satisfaction, specifically gauging
the quality of the user’s experience interacting with both the finding aid and the catalog.

Methodology

We will employ remote usability testing, in which we will ask
participants to complete an unmoderated test session in the
participant’s own environment and self-report the results. This type
of methodology helps to simulate real-life scenario testing. The
process is as follows:
•

Each participant will be asked to complete a pre-test
questionnaire to verify the qualifications of the participants and
to gather additional background information to help analyze and
interpret test data.

•

Each participant will be given a set of seven (7) test scenarios. A
test scenario describes a particular task and asks the participant
to accomplish the task using the Internet or MARS catalog.
Participants will be asked to log or “self-report” their actions and
observations while interacting with the finding aid and MARS
catalog.

•

Each task in the test will have a post-task questionnaire. The
purpose of the post-task questionnaire is to capture the
participant’s perception of the task’s difficulty and to gather
relevant comments where applicable.

•

As soon after the test as possible, a post-test one-on-one
interview with each participant or a sample of participants

8

A finding aid is a document that facilitates the discovery of information within a collection of records. It places
the archival materials in context by consolidating information about the collection, such as acquisition, scope of
the collection, and organization and arrangement.
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(depending on availability) will be conducted. The goal is to
capture the participant’s overall perception of discovering and
accessing GIS data and specific perceptions related to usability
concerns.

Location

Both the testing and the follow-up post-test interviews will be
performed in the user’s own environment.

Materials Included

•

Pre-test questionnaire

•

Test scenarios and corresponding tasks

•

Computer with web browser

•

Pen and paper or MS Word for taking notes. You can either print
the test and take handwritten notes or take notes directly in the
document. Note where it asks you to highlight, use the highlight

Equipment Needed

tool in MS Word (denoted by the

icon on the toolbar).

Time to Complete

The test session will take approximately 50 minutes to complete.
Depending on subject availability, a 30 minute one-on-one interview
session will be conducted after the usability test has been completed.

Results

The North Carolina GeoMAPP team will use the results of the test to
refine the user’s experience and overall satisfaction in discovering
and accessing GIS datasets. The results, in the form of a Final Report,
will be shared with the GICC at their quarterly meeting in November,
2009.

Pre-Test Questionnaire
INSTRUCTIONS: Complete the attached Demographic Information Questionnaire.

Go to the next page to begin the test.
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Usability Test
Test Participant: ___________________________________
Test Date: _______________________________

INSTRUCTIONS: Read each scenario and perform the associated task. While working through the
scenario, you are encouraged to write down your actions and observations. At the end of each
scenario, please complete the set of debriefing questions. While in the process of self-reporting
please keep the following in mind:
o

o

Take thorough notes while you work. These notes may include the path you took to find the
information, questions you may have, what surprises or confuses you as you go through the
scenarios or what struggles you encountered with the user interface.
If possible, track the time it took you to work through the tasks.

Go to next page for Scenario 1.
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Scenario 1
You are a State Agency GIS analyst. During a weekly staff meeting, your supervisor mentions that the
North Carolina State Archives is making an online North Carolina GIS collection available to the public.
She wants you to check this out as she would love for you to download some specific GIS datasets for a
project you’re going to be working on. Using your web browser, locate the Online Finding Aid* for the
GIS Data collection on the North Carolina State Archives website (http://www.archives.ncdcr.gov/).
* A finding aid is a document that facilitates the discovery of information within a collection of records. It places
the archival materials in context by consolidating information about the collection, such as acquisition, scope of the
collection, and organization and arrangement.

Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How difficult was it to locate the finding aid? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in
the notes/observations)
a.
b.
c.
d.

I completed task with zero difficulty.
I completed task with only minor problem(s).
I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
I did not complete task.

2. Where would you normally go to look for this material?
3. Any suggestions for making this task easier?
Scenario 2
Read the finding aid (http://www.archives.ncdcr.gov/ead/eadxml/gis_data_coll.xml). After reading
through the finding aid you decide that it is worth finding out more about the collection. From the
finding aid, navigate to the Manuscript and Archives Reference System (MARS) catalog, which is the
online catalog for the archival materials housed in the North Carolina State Archives. It contains
searchable descriptions of the archives’ holdings.
Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. Was there any terminology or concepts in the finding aid that were difficult to understand? If
yes, please explain.
2. How difficult was it to navigate to the MARS catalog from the finding aid? (circle or highlight one
and note any problems in the notes/observations)
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a.
b.
c.
d.

I completed task with zero difficulty.
I completed task with only minor problem(s).
I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
I did not complete task.

3. Any suggestions for making this task easier?
Scenario 3
In MARS, you want to understand how the GIS datasets are organized before you begin searching
for specific datasets. In the Class, Collection, Series field in the Advanced Search window, Browse to
GIS Data and explore the levels of records in the collection. Exit this screen by clicking the Back
button in the browser toolbar at the top of the page.
Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How difficult was it to find this information? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in the
notes/observations)
a.
b.
c.
d.

I completed task with zero difficulty.
I completed task with only minor problem(s).
I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
I did not complete task.

2. Is the organizational structure of the GIS data collection difficult to understand? If yes, please
state why and include any suggestions on how to improve the organization.
3. Any suggestions for making this task easier?
Scenario 4
Since its hurricane season, your project requires you to use datasets relevant to this topic. You know
that having a baseline map is important. Using either the basic OR advanced search (please make
note of which search you used), locate the dataset (or Item) named County Boundaries Shoreline Arc
created by the Center for Geographic Information and Analysis. Double-click on the record and
verify whether GIS data requires special software to open, view and manipulate.
Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How difficult was it to find this dataset? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in the
notes/observations)
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a.
b.
c.
d.

I completed task with zero difficulty.
I completed task with only minor problem(s).
I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
I did not complete task.

2. Did you easily find the information about the special software to open GIS data? If no, what
could have made this information more apparent?
3. Any suggestions for making these tasks easier?
Scenario 5
You realize that you forgot you also wanted the Hurricane Evac Routes and the Emergency OPS
Centers vector datasets which were both published in 2007. Using advanced search, locate these
datasets by using both the Year field and the Browse button in the Type of Document field, where
type of document is vector digital data. Open one of the records and make note of the Contact
Email Address.
Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How difficult was it to find these datasets? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in the
notes/observations)
a.
b.
c.
d.

I completed task with zero difficulty.
I completed task with only minor problem(s).
I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
I did not complete task.

2. Was there anything confusing about locating these datasets using the advanced search fields? If
yes, what could have made this task easier?
3. Was there anything confusing about locating the contact email address? If yes, what can be
done to clarify this information?
4. Any additional suggestions for making these tasks easier?
Scenario 6
Your co-worker Bob finds out what you’re doing and asks you a “quick” favor. Do they have Dare
County orthophotos for 1996? Using advanced search, locate the dataset by using the Browse
button in the Subjects (from index) field, where the Subject Type: Subject is orthoimagery and
Authority File: State Archives Subject Headings. View both records, paying particular attention to
the abstract.
North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report

Page 28

Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How many datasets did you find?
2. How difficult was it to find these datasets? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in the
notes/observations)
a. I completed task with zero difficulty.
b. I completed task with only minor problem(s).
c. I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
d. I did not complete task.
3. Is it easy to understand the difference between the two records? If no, what additional
information is needed to distinguish the two records?
4. Was there anything confusing about locating these datasets using the advanced search fields? If
yes, what could have made this task easier?

Scenario 7
You found all 3 datasets you need for your hurricane project (see Scenario 4 and 5 for the names of
these datasets) and now you want to obtain copy of all of them. Using the Contact Email Address
you found in Scenario 5 (records@ncdcr.gov), e-mail the appropriate group to request a copy of
these datasets.
Please note: as part of this scenario, you will be receiving a “test” email response regarding your
inquiry about GIS records. You do not need to act on this email.
Notes/Observations:
Debriefing Questions:
1. How difficult was this task? (circle or highlight one and note any problems in the
notes/observations)
a. I completed task with zero difficulty.
b. I completed task with only minor problem(s).
c. I completed task, but it required more effort/time/dead-ends.
d. I did not complete task.
2. Did you have enough information to e-mail the appropriate party? If no, what could have made
this information more apparent?
3. Any additional suggestions for making this task easier?

North Carolina State Archives Usability Study Final Report

Page 29

Appendix C: Post-test Questionnaire

Post-Test Questionnaire

Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Date of Interview:

1. What is your impression about method for discovering the GIS datasets?
2. Do you think that the combination of a finding aid and the MARS catalog is the best way to find GIS
datasets? If no, what would be more effective?
3. What kind of problems do you think some people may have discovering GIS datasets?
4. Do you think that MARS is the most effective way to access GIS datasets?
5. Do you think that any key information was missing in the MARS catalog?
6. What did you like best about this process?
7. What did you like the least?
8. Would you like to make any other comments?
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Appendix D: Summarized Results
Question 1: Impression about method for discovering the GIS datasets?
•

Initially hard to search for GIS dataset or to figure out that MARS even contained the
data. Cumbersome – is there a tutorial for MARS? As a new user it was hard to figure it
out. On MARS couldn’t figure out what kind of stuff was contained in MARS (i.e., types
of materials). Would think it would be harder if you don’t know the terminology.

•

A lot of clues were given in the Usability test – not sure if people out of the blue will be
able to use it. Not sure if MARS is the best way for finding GIS. I’m familiar with MARS,
but don’t know if others [not familiar with MARS] would be savvy enough.

•

Pretty simple once you go through the routine – then pretty self explanatory. Everything
visible, not hidden.

•

Seemed pretty straightforward – if missed a word seemed to find it. After first finding NC
Archives site, I was confused on which category (State Agency/Non-Textual Materials)
finding aid fell under.

•

To me the finding aid was a good resource – MARS is a bit muddy, not sure if people off
the street would be able to use it. MARS is not intuitive – the way that it’s set up it’s not
straightforward. I see patrons that are not able to use it. You should look at the NC State
catalog – this is a bit more straightforward.

•

Hard time finding the finding aid – had to Google it since it wasn’t obvious where it was
located. If the finding aid hadn’t been mentioned in the Archives blog, then I wouldn’t
have seen the finding aid.

•

I thought that the finding aid or something about GIS would be indexed by Google - tried
searching GIS, geospatial dataset, geospatial, etc. and this did not work.

•

Appreciate the set up and organization, although it took a bit of time to get to a dataset
through the GIS organization structure.

Question 2: Combination of a finding aid and the MARS catalog is the best way to find
GIS datasets? If no, what would be more effective?
•

Probably Google it, but also go to State Archives website and hope that I could actually
link to the data. One stop shop – have data immediately available, not 3 layers to get to
stuff (i.e., State Archives website, finding aid, MARS).

•

EAD – very brief and gave a good synopsis – decent way to describe what we have.
We’re stuck in limbo where people can’t click on data. Agree that there are quite a few
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layers [to get to data], but with Archivist better to keep those layers.
•

Had never used [finding aid/MARS] before – not something I would use. Would never
start here. To find GIS data, GIS community usually ends up on Google.

•

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary – distinction between finding aid and catalog
seemed pretty clear. Google search was the #1 way of finding GIS data, but more
recently I basically have 5 websites that I know really well. I do use NC OneMap, but
might go directly to the agency if I can’t find data.

•

Might go to MARS first. I think that it depends on the specific patron. I work with
genealogists and I don’t think that they would use either. If you’re targeting GIS people
(who are more technically savvy), they may use.

•

Again had difficulty finding the finding aid, so this may not be the best way to find GIS.

•

I was looking for "GIS". Eventually I found "online finding aids", but I didn't understand
what this page was supposed to do towards me finding GIS data but I clicked on the
MARS link.

•

Is it necessary to describe using EAD [finding aid] or could be better served creating a
webpage and a link to MARS? Was there any consideration to listing the collection in the
EAD or was this considered duplication of what is in MARS?

•

On State Archives site didn't make the connection that the finding aid and MARS catalog
link on same page.

•

We’re [GIS] used to searching metadata on a clearinghouse – tend to start at a state or
state clearinghouse. I’m more familiar with that approach.

Question 3: What kinds of problems do you think some people may have discovering GIS
datasets?
•

GIS vocabulary is a learning curve. Format type was confusing - maybe having a data
dictionary would be helpful to describe what formats mean. Don’t know what kind of info
looking for – not consolidated enough.

•

Two different folks – “normal” folks highly unlikely want to use GIS data (maybe would
be interested in 1947 Dare Aerial). Pretty clear that you’ll have to contact us [Archives] to
get that data, and not sure if people would pursue that or not. Random patron who might
find it [GIS data] beneficial – probably won’t have problem discovering GIS.

•

Finding out who created the dataset and where it is housed and then getting on the
internet and actually finding it. Also challenging finding out what agency has GIS staff
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and whether or not they have the data.
•

Hard to say. If you simplify the [discovery] process too much, then it may not have
appeal to some users, however if it’s [discovery process] too complex then it may be a
barrier. For some people (i.e., the “softer sciences”) you may have to explain more.

•

GIS terminology may be a barrier, but not sure. If I didn’t understand one of the terms I
would probably go to the GeoMAPP website to see if I could find a definition.

•

I think MARS presupposes a lot of internet/computer savvy that many typical patrons do
not have. To me (and from what I gather from the patrons that I work with), MARS is not
very straight forward at all. So, the GIS data seems fine once you get to it, but it's not
very obvious or intuitive to access.

•

The search engine is cumbersome. I'm sure with regular use it would be fine, but I would
use it so seldom that I would not learn the nuances of it. Clearing data out of a field, for
example, is either universal or a 3 click process. I would forget to clear at the beginning
so I'd have to either reenter all the new query items or do the 3 click thing.

•

Quite often go to a site and just have a list of datasets – the hard part is figuring out what
site to go to get that list. Using a catalog is not too out there because a catalog is based
on metadata.

Question 4: Do you think MARS is the most effective way to access GIS datasets?
•

In MARS it just seems like it [data] is dumped into these large bins – maybe there should
be themes? Maybe more intuitive? Maybe have a data finder instead of a more
traditional catalog. Want to know where, what and when – this would be easier to use.
Think geospatial is visual and so have a visual way to find it.

•

I think it’s OK to be there [in MARS catalog], but might be beneficial to have separate
finding aid and website for a distinct clientele. GIS is really a unique separate form.

•

Like catalog better than some of the web services that are currently out there – like to be
able to see what I’m looking for. Like the logical setup – other sites don’t come up the
way you like.

•

Could have a combination of visual/catalog. Maybe have a widget where you can zoom
in the map or do spatial search for the newer data. Maybe for older historical data limit
the search through text.

•

Probably not – it seems like MARS would be less usable with born digital stuff.

•

MARS is challenging to use. Maybe would be helpful if more visual, but this doesn’t
seem realistic since some of the images seem kind of big. Maybe put a subset of your
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images on Flickr so people can see what stuff you have. What I think it comes down to is
making sure your stuff is indexed by Google – this is where people are going to look first.
Barrier to MARS are the view/scope notes and it seems like that the most important
information is at the bottom. I prefer the basic search and don’t think that many people
are going to use the advanced search. MARS is complicated – don’t know if people
know that you have to double click on the item to view it.
•

Hard to say. If I were doing a project, I might be interested in non-GIS related materials –
it might be good to get tabular data or other statistics. On the other hand, trying to build a
map project might be a problem trying to find that “geospatial nugget”.

Question 5: Do you think that any key information is missing in the MARS catalog?
•

On the finding aid, didn’t notice that there was a data range. The big laundry list (Type of
Document in MARS) was confusing. Layout – couldn’t actually type in some of the fields.
Google-like – once you start typing it guides you (to complete the rest of your search).

•

Didn’t see any problems. Not a data person.

•

Would rather have format extension – “vector” very broad. Bounding coordinates – not
really useful/realistic to use this as long as I know that it’s in North Carolina.

•

Liked the metadata although the contact information was hidden in scope/contents and
you had to expand to find it. Maybe add how data was created?

•

I feel like once you got to the record it was pretty descriptive. However, getting to record
was challenging. When the list of records displays, you don’t easily know to click on a
record to display it.

•

Nothing really missing from the MARS catalog, however it was confusing finding the
finding aid under State Agency records – maybe this makes sense if you work here, but
perhaps not to someone else.

•

A thumbnail display would be pretty handy to get the extent of the data.

Question 6: What did you like best about this process?
•

Actual layout of records pretty clear. Naming conventions seemed good – could tell what
it was.

•

EAD was very helpful laying out the generalities of the data.

•

Like the “add” feature on the Type of Document list. Liked the organization of the data
because it actually told me what I wanted to know. The more detail, the better. Felt they
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were recognizable categories.
•

There was nothing super or remarkably cool –but it is a good start to have GIS stuff in
the archives. I like the flexibility of a basic and advanced search.

•

Nothing really stuck out for me. One thing that would be great would be the ability to
click on the data to preview what you’re seeing.

•

Nothing really sticks out.

•

Excited to see geospatial/temporal data in the catalog. Liked that it was organized.

Question 7: What did you like the least?
•

Even on first search interface hard to figure out. Have to click “Done” – this is kind of
kluge. Ability to search by bounding coordinates? Would be good to capture preview of
dataset so could figure out what I’m looking at.

•

Kind of hard to judge MARS because easy to lead [meaning usability led user through
process], but someone on the street no. Slow to open. Biggest issue is the more specific
you want the data, the longer it takes to get it. The organizational tree seems to bog
down and drag. Again, the more granular your search, the longer it seems to take.

•

Would like one basic search engine like the Google interface.

•

Because of the limits of the usability test, people may not have explored MARS as much.
Some of the searches are more complicated (i.e., search by Authority File or Subject
Type) – I probably wouldn’t do a search like this.

•

Hard knowing what to request. It would be great if you could automatically bring up form
or a shopping cart would be a good idea.

•

Again finding the finding aid and then once I found it, it seemed strange that the items
were not listed in the collection. This seemed confusing.

•

Wanted the ability to get to the dataset and then be able to download it, but that
functionality was not available.

Question 8: Would you like to make any other comments?
•

County data would be great to collect. If you’re going to serve out orthoimagery (in tile
format) would be helpful to include parcel and county boundaries with it.
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•

Finding aids should be able to be indexed by Google.
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