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Overview 

Stephen Probert, on behalf of the Higher Education Academy Subject Centre 
for Business, Management, Accountancy and Finance (BMAF) invited 
SimpleUsability Ltd to conduct a series of website usability research sessions 
comparing 3 different online teaching and learning resource facilities;  

• TRIBE (http://www.business,heacademy.ac.uk/resources.tribe) 
• Intute (http://www.intute.ac.uk) 
• Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.com) 

A total of 29 tests were run in 5 different locations throughout the UK, the 
findings of which are documented in the following report.  
 
Usability test sessions were conducted at Academy associated universities in 
Bristol, Bangor, Newcastle, Salford and Inverness on the 1st, 16th, 18th, and 
30th May and 13th June respectively.  The candidates were provided by BMAF 
key contacts at the respective universities and consisted of a mixture of 
directors, professors, lecturers and teaching fellows (see appendix 1). 
 
The study aimed to understand what potential users thought about the three 
different academic resource facilities. Users were observed completing a series 
of searches on each of the websites on topics relating to their own area of 
work (see appendix 2). Users were then asked to provide feedback on the 
search functionality, quantity of results, type of resources available, and 
usefulness of the resources provided by each website (see appendix 3 and 4). 
The primary focus of the testing was on the users’ ability to find resources of 
value to them. Please be aware that this research did not specifically test the 
specific usability of each website. 
 
Moderators offered limited support throughout the sessions, but always 
ensured that the users completed at least one search and opened at least one 
resource on each website to gain maximum feedback around any issues they 
found. 
 
All sessions, with the exception of those conducted at Bangor, were recorded 
using a specialist suite of usability software that captured an exact copy of 
what the user saw on screen, a video recording of their face and audio of their 
feedback. The users were encouraged to think aloud, verbalizing their 
thoughts as much as possible. Full transcripts of the sessions can be found at 
the end of this document (see appendix 5). A DVD with videos of the sessions 
is also available and we recommend that all stake holders take some time to 
watch one. 
 
We have listed the various issues highlighted in the usability sessions. Where 
necessary, we have included an illustration of the issue to ensure clarity. 
Please be aware that the study was intended as an exploratory exercise to 
identify the needs and expectations of users and better understand how the 
three resource locators are used at the moment. This report does not provide 
an exhaustive list of all usability issues with each of the three websites tested.   
 
We thoroughly enjoyed assessing the sites and look forward to gaining your 
response to the points outlined within. 
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Executive Summary  

Outlined below are the significant issues highlighted by the users with the 
TRIBE database as identified by the usability testing, along with 
recommendations for possible ways to overcome them. We always 
recommend that proposed solutions for issues should be tested with website 
users in further usability tests. 

The findings that emerged from the study can be categorized into three main 
themes. The main issues have been summarized for each and a list of 
recommended actions included.  

Search Functionality 

A considerable number of issues were identified with the search 
functionality of the TRIBE database, with users struggling to 
perform successful searches. The main problems stemmed from 
a lack of knowledge about the type of resources contained within 
TRIBE and therefore an uncertainty in what words / phrases 
should be used for the search query and an inaccurate 
expectation of what the search results would contain. The search 
instructions also mislead some users.  

Many users said they would have preferred to ‘browse’ the 
resources rather than search; even though the option to do this 
was available through a link on the initial search page. 
Furthermore, the one user that did explore the ‘browse’ feature 
struggled to understand how to navigate the menu structure. 
The lack of an advanced search function also hindered some 
users. 

Key Recommendations:  

1. Write brief and concise search box instructions. 

2. Clearly explain the type of resources that are 
available within the TRIBE database. 

3. Provide an obvious option to allow users to ‘browse’ 
resources from all pages within the TRIBE system, 
including the initial “search” and “search results” 
pages. 

4. Consider providing the option to search for a 
particular type of resource (i.e. case study, article, 
website etc). 

5. Include an advanced search tool.  

Layout and Navigation 

The majority of users commented that they liked the short 
descriptions given about each resource on the search results 
page. However, many users were put off by the layout of the 
search results page, confused by the right hand scroll bar in the 
central column of the page.  

A few users were unsure where to click to open a resource and 
many users commented that they had not been sure what the 
resource was until they opened it. Several users also requested 
the date of the resource to be displayed on the results page. 

Key Recommendations:  
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1. Improve the descriptions of the resources to clearly 
indicate what they are (book, article, case study etc). 

2. Display the title, author, source and publication date 
where appropriate. 

3. Clearly indicate to users where they need to click to 
access the chosen resource. 

Content 

Users were generally disappointed with the relatively low number 
of resources available within TRIBE, often finding that their 
searches were unsuccessful. Many users commented that the 
results they did get were not all relevant to what they had 
searched for, merely containing one or more of their search 
words but not necessarily together.  

Some of the resources were considered poor quality by users. 
Several users asked how the database was populated and who 
decided what was included. Often, the resources that appeared 
in the results were not the type of resource that the user was 
looking for.  

Key Recommendations: 

1. Increase content of database. 

2. Review the content quality control procedures. 

3. Include a greater range of types of resources, 
including case studies, articles, quizzes/questions 
and answers, worked examples, videos. 
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Key Findings  

The usability study set out to examine the performance of three 
different online teaching and learning resource facilities and identify the main 
strengths and weaknesses of each. The websites explored consisted of TRIBE 
(www.business,heacademy.ac.uk/resources.tribe), Intute (www.intute.ac.uk) 
and Google Scholar (http://scholar.google.com).  

Outlined below are the key strengths and weaknesses of each website in 
terms of functionality and perceived quality. The comments listed are drawn 
from both observations of users interacting with the websites as well as 
feedback from the users themselves.  

TRIBE 

Main Strengths 

 Overview descriptions/abstracts provided for each 
result. 

 Fewer results but more targeted. 

 Option to select HE or FE resources (although this 
option was not obvious and therefore went unnoticed 
by most users). 

Main Weaknesses 

 Unclear how to use the search due to misleading 
instructions. 

 Unclear what type of resources the database 
contains. 

 No obvious advanced search option. 

 Option to browse resources not available on initial 
search page. 

 Very limited content/few results. 

 Very mixed results in terms of the type of resources. 

 Unclear how to access the resources themselves. 

 Cascading ‘browse by’ menus were confusing. 

 Out of date / dead links. 
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Intute  

 

Main Strengths 

 Option to narrow down search by subject. 

 Option to narrow down search by resource type. 

 Overview of descriptions/abstracts provided for each 
result. 

 More attractive page designs. 

 Quality assured/editors choice results.  

Main Weaknesses 

 Unclear how search works. 

 Difficulty understanding the categorisation of 
subjects. 

 Users unknowingly restricting scope of search after 
selecting a category.  

 No link to search function from pages other than the 
home page. 

 Meaning of key symbols not clear. 
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Google Scholar 

 

Main Strengths 

 Many results to choose from. 

 Links from results pages take you directly to articles. 

 Citation information. 

 Dates clearly displayed on results page. 

 Author name and journal title clearly displayed. 

 Top authors within the field are listed on the left with 
links. 

 Option to define date range of resources. 

 Automatic spelling correction. 

 Inclusion of working papers as well as published 
articles. 

 Ability to refine / explore results by clicking on author 
names, citation, etc. 

Main Weaknesses 

 Can take a long time to sift through results. 

 No quality assurance.  

 Many resources considered ‘out of date’. 

 Many resources require payment to access. 

 Book references less helpful. 

 Journal articles often too advanced for first and 
second year students. 
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Popular websites mentioned by users 

At the start of each session, users were asked what sources of information 
they currently use to find teaching material and resources. Below is a list of 
the most popular resources mentioned by the users and a description of 
why users feel they are useful. 

Association for Learning Technology (ALT) 

A couple of users mentioned that they used this website as a resource.  

Bized 

Several users came across ‘bized’ resources while searching the TRIBE 
and Intute websites and these users generally found the resources 
very helpful. A couple of users were particularly impressed with 
balloon factory case study (www.bized.virtual/cb/factory) and 
associated teaching guide. One user commented that she often looked 
at the teaching guides as a way of learning what the case study is 
about and what it contains.  

A few users came across some online tests on the Bized website and 
felt that these were very useful. One user commented that preparing 
online tests himself would be very time consuming so he doesn’t tend 
to do it, but he knows that the students really like them. 

Businessballs.com 

Several users mentioned the website www.businessballs.com and 
explained that it was very simple to use and has lots of ideas and 
activities for students.  

Chartered Institute of Marketing/Chartered Institute of 
Professional Development 

Several users mentioned that they used these websites and often 
directed students to them. One user described the CIPD as up-to-date, 
user friendly and cutting edge.  

Ebsco Journal Database 

Many users mentioned that they used ‘Ebsco’ a lot and said they really 
liked the system interface. They also liked the way the search tells 
them if the article is available or not. 

Emerald Journal Search 

Several users said that they used Emerald in order to search for 
journals and felt that the quality of the journals available was very 
high.  

European Case Clearing House (ECCH) 

Several users mentioned that they used the ECCH. Users all said they 
liked the method of searching and found the resources to be very 
valuable. One user said they particularly liked the option of being able 
to specify the length of case study required. Another user particularly 
liked the way the online search facility previously worked, whereby he 
could view a list of all search terms ever used and then see how many 
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cases were associated with each search term, enabling him to work 
out which search terms were good ones to use. Another user 
mentioned that she also requests teaching notes with the case studies, 
which she feels is a useful resource to have. 

EQL Packages 

One user mentioned that she uses the EQL packages, which she thinks 
are “really good.” She explains that they include an introduction to 
book keeping, introduction to management accounting and business 
maths. 

“What’s nice it that you can actually use them in a tutorial group in a 
computer room and students can actually get on with it and do it on 
their own, but you can provide help on a one to one basis.” 

Further Education Resources for Learning (FERL) 

One user talked about the FERL (Further Education Resources for 
Learning) website saying that he found it very useful because it was 
aimed specifically at the further education sector and he felt it 
contained a lot of creative content. 

“I think they are quite creative and quite imaginative in they way that 
they have pulled together not only the kind of things they want to 
drive out to staff but the things that staff are using that they want to 
reflect back.” 

Guardian Archives 

Several users mentioned that they use the Guardian archives a lot to 
obtain information, particularly when developing case studies.  

Informs 

One user mentioned that he used something called ‘Informs’ quite a 
bit and explained that it is a system that enables you to create guides 
to different resources and customise resources. The service is free and 
he says he uses it quite heavily.  

Instructor Access to Textbooks 

One user mentioned ‘Instructor Access to Textbooks’, which she says 
she would like to explore more. She explained that she currently 
spends a lot of time designing models in PowerPoint but that a lot of 
textbooks will now allow you to “pick them up directly” from the book. 
She would find this extremely helpful when preparing lecture notes.  

‘Mintel’ Marketing Intelligence Website 

A couple of users mentioned this website, saying it is well laid out and 
as a lot of information on it, including marketing reports on industry 
sectors.  

NORA Library System (Newcastle) 

Users tested in Newcastle all mentioned that they used the University 
library system NORA. Users really like the system because they can 
narrow their search down by subject and also determine the journal 
location. 
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“It brings all the databases together and you can do a very effective 
search.” 

Web of Science/Knowledge 

Many users talked about ‘Web of Science’ and ‘Web of Knowledge’ and 
said that they often used these to find resources. Users said they like 
them because it is very easy to search for subject related information 
on them, and having found several resources they can request for the 
abstracts to be emailed to them. Web of Science/Web of Knowledge 
will also tell them if the resources are accessible in their university 
library.   
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Popular teaching resources mentioned by users 

Users were asked to describe the type of resources they typically use to 
support their lectures and tutorials. The type of resources mentioned the 
most are listed below. 

Case Studies 

Users said they frequently used case studies to support their lectures. 
Many users said they used the ECCH to obtain these, but several said 
that they created case studies themselves. The length of the case 
study was particularly important to users.  

Critical Reviews/Review articles 

Several users said that they often sought out critical reviews in 
preference to journal articles, because in many cases original journal 
articles were too advanced for their students, particularly first and 
second year students.  

Journal Articles 

Many users supported their lectures with further reading from journal 
articles. Typically they would be looking for something on a particular 
topic. Google proved useful for these users in locating topic specific 
articles.  

Online Questions/Quizzes 

Many users said they liked to use online quizzes or ‘questions and 
answers’ as a way of testing students understanding of particular 
topics and ensure they had read the relevant material. Many of these 
users said they often struggled to find this type of material. 

Podcasts 

One user, a lecturer from Inverness, mentioned that she liked using 
pod casts to support her lectures and offer the students some 
variation in lecture format to keep them engaged. She mentioned that 
the Chartered Institute of Marketing is very good for this kind of thing. 

Video Case Studies 

Several users said that they liked to incorporate video case studies 
into their lectures but that they often had difficulty getting hold of this 
type of material, particularly if they wanted it in digital format.  

Worked Examples 

Users felt these were a valuable resource, particularly if they included 
diagrams and model solutions. 

“Having something that is interactive which may be used to help 
students understand how things work through the movement of 
graphs or something like that, finding out who is doing that, that 
would be of interest to me.” 
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Information to include on the results pages 

During the session users were asked how they typically decide whether or 
not a resource will be of use to them. Outlined below are details of the key 
information that users look for.  

Journal title and author name  

Users wanted the journal title and name of author clearly indicated 
when journal articles or papers were included in the results. Most 
users were familiar with the key writers in their field and used the 
author information to determine the paper or articles relative 
importance. Users liked the way Google indicated the title and author 
and also presented a list of related authors on the left of the results 
page.  

Publication Date 

The date of publication was extremely important to users as the 
majority were looking for very up to date information, most often 
within the last year or so. Information that was older than this was 
often deemed redundant. Users liked the way Google indicated the 
date. 

Cost 

Having to pay for resources was a huge issue for users, who were 
especially frustrate when they opened up what sounded like a very 
useful resource only to find that they were required to pay for it. Users 
suggested that an indication of cost on the results page, before 
opening the resource, would be helpful.  

Abstracts/Overviews 

Most users explained that when they came across a new resource they 
tended to start by reading the abstract or overview to get an idea of 
what the paper is about and use this to determine whether the article 
is relevant. Users found the overviews provided on Intute and Tribe to 
be helpful, although sometimes they felt that they were not entirely 
accurate. 

Further References 

Users said that they will often view the references in an article in order 
to find further related articles that may be of use to them.  They would 
then copy and paste these references back into the search box (on 
Google Scholar) in order to find the original articles.  
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Review of Search Functionality 

Issues with existing search functionality of TRIBE 

A considerable number of issues were identified with the search functionality 
of the TRIBE database, with users struggling to perform successful 
searches.  

1: Unclear what type of resources are available/included 
in the database 

Users were unsure what type of resources they should expect to find 
on the TRIBE database. This made some users reluctant to use the 
search box. Furthermore, users were often disappointed with the 
results they got because the type of resources supplied were not what 
they had expected. 

“It doesn’t tell me the type of things that are in there…It says it’s a 
project involving various librarians, but does that mean there is access 
to articles? Journals?” 

2: Unsure how specific the search terms should be  

A few users were unsure how to use the TRIBE search facility because 
they did not know how detailed or specific their search terms should 
be and did not feel they were given enough information to determine 
this.  

“Is it supposed to be the case that if you look for specific items like 
you would with a search engine that you’d find stuff? Or is it supposed 
to be that you are just searching for specific resources?” 

A large number of users assumed the TRIBE database to work in a 
similar way to Google Scholar, in that they could perform fairly 
detailed searches and find specific articles. These users generally 
failed to get any hits from their searchers and were therefore 
disappointed with TRIBE. 
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3: The wording ‘search for a resource here’ confused 
some users  

A couple of users read the phrase ‘Search for a resource here’ and 
assumed that they had to know the names of specific resources to be 
able to search, rather than searching on a general topic. They did not 
feel that this would be very helpful.  

“Search for a resource… am I meant to come up with a particular 
named resource then?” 

 

4: Instructions next to search box were misleading 

One user read the instruction ‘use capital AND/OR/NOT to build 
searches’ and assumed this meant that he had to enter his keywords 
in capital letters. 

One user read the instruction ‘put phrases in quotes’ and asked “Is 
that double or single quotations.” 

 

5: Looking for an advanced search function 

Several users asked whether there was an advanced search function 
available on TRIBE because they wished to be able to refine their 
search further to more specific topics.  
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6: Option to search by education level was not obvious 
yet proved useful to those uses who found it 

Only one user discovered that he could restrict his search to either 
‘HE’ or ‘FE disciplines’ in the TRIBE database. He commented that this 
was an extremely useful feature. 

“It makes it better than a general search engine because it means you 
can avoid the GCSE stuff.” 

However, after selecting ‘browse by discipline’ and then selecting ‘HE 
discipline’, he noted that a GCSE resource appeared within his search 
results, which surprised him. 

7: Option to search by subject area was popular on 
Intute yet rarely used on TRIBE 

Users liked the option of refining their search by subject area, and this 
feature was used a lot on the Intute website. However, few users 
attempted to use this functionality on the TRIBE database because 
they were unaware of the option to do so.  

8: Unclear to users when a search failed to produce any 
hits 

It was not always clear to users that there were no matches for their 
search because the results page didn’t actually say so; it simply gave 
the option to search again or search the full resource locator.  

“Does that mean it hasn’t found anything? It’s come back just saying 
search again” 

 

9: Unclear to users why a search failed to produce any 
hits 

After getting no results from a search, some users were unsure what 
the reason for this was. It was not clear to users whether they’d not 
got any result because they had been too specific and the term was 
not recognised or too generic and they needed to refine further.  

“What I’m not getting as I look round is any indication of why I’ve 
gone wrong. I’ve put in a term and it doesn’t want to respond or give 
me anything. I can’t tell if I’ve put in too broad a term and it’s got 
millions of hits or a term that it doesn’t understand.” 
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10: Failing to see the ‘search again’ link 

Most users clicked on the browser back button to get back to the 
search page rather than clicking on the ‘search again’ link. A couple of 
users struggled to see how they could get to the search box again to 
try another search. One user said he had been looking for a search 
box on the page he was on.   

 

 

11: Users unsure where ‘full resource locator’ will take 
them to 

One user clicked on the ‘full resource locator’ link after failing to find 
any results in TRIBE. However, when taken to the Higher Education 
Academy’s website he was surprised as he had not expected this. He 
felt that the previous page should have explained where the link would 
take him. He presumes that the HEA resources will be more generic 
and exclaims “that’s not good enough.” 

 

12: Struggling to understand the cascading menu within 
‘Browse by Pedagogy’  

One user ended up on the ‘Browsing resources by Pedagogy’ page 
after clicking on ‘Switch to alphabetical view of vocabulary’ under the 
Coverage tab within resource details. However, he found the page 
confusing and struggled to understand the cascading menu structure. 
After exploring the different sections he felt that the categorisation of 
“types of resources” was actually quite helpful but that this 
categorisation was not immediately obvious.  
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13: Deletion of keyword from search box on return to 
search page proved annoying to users 

After failing to find any results in an initial search, one user left the 
search results page to view the ‘full resource locator’ but then 
returned to the TRIBE page and clicked on ‘Search again’. He was 
annoyed to find that his original search term had disappeared from the 
search box. The user noted that this only occurred if he left the site on 
the search result page before going back and then clicking on ‘search 
again’.  

14: A lot of ‘dead links’ throughout the site 

Users came across a lot of links to content that was no longer 
available or had been moved on the TRIBE database. This greatly 
frustrated users and lead them to believe that the website was not 
very up to date.  

15:  Appearance of irrelevant results due to keywords 
not being searched as a complete phrase 

Some users noted that when they searched for a particular phrase 
(but did not include quotations), the results often contained resources 
that mentioned only one of the keywords or where the keywords did 
not appear next to each other. Users observed that many of these 
results were not relevant to what they were actually looking for.  

16: Users would prefer to access material/articles 
directly 

Users wanted to access usable material directly and often became 
frustrated when a link took them to a contents list or home page 
rather than directly to the article/resource referred to on the results 
page. 

 “If I click on what I thought was going to get me into the case I get a 
load of stuff about the guy who wrote it which isn’t very helpful, and I 
can’t see very obviously how I can actually access the case.” 

“This drives me mad because it’s going to take me ages to actually 
find it in here.” 

Many users preferred Google Scholar for this reason as Google takes 
you directly to articles rather than journal websites. 

Issues with existing search functionality of Intute 

Although many users preferred the more structured organisation of the 
Intute website and the ability to search by subject and type of resource, 
there were still a number of issues to consider with this approach. 

17: Unclear how many search options to select on the 
home page 

Several users were confused by the search options on the Intute home 
page, leaving them unsure of where to begin. 

Many users entered a keyword into the search box and also selected a 
subject category from the pulldown menu, expecting the two options 
to work together. However, it was observed by the moderator (though 
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the users failed to notice) that this was not actually the case. So for 
example, when the user clicked on the ‘go’ button next to the search 
box this searched for results containing the keyword entered but not 
limited to the subject area selected in the pulldown menu, while if the 
user clicked the ‘go’ button next to the pulldown menu they were 
presented with a list of categories within the selected subject area but 
not limited to those relating to the keyword entered. 

 

18: Issues with categorisation of subjects 

Many users struggled to find their specific subject area on the Intute 
website, unsure of how it would be categorised. For example, one user 
expected to find an ‘Economics’ category in itself but instead had to go 
into ‘Social Studies’ first. Several users felt that ‘Business and 
Management’ did no belong under social sciences.  

Once user said that if she had come across the site on her own she 
would not have stayed on it because her initial impression was that it 
was a science related website and not relevant to her (Management).  

19: Unknowingly restricting the scope of a search 
prevented many results appearing 

A couple of users selected a category early on in their searches that 
turned out to be the wrong category for what they were after, 
although they failed to realise this. The users then failed to recognize 
that because of their initial category selection their subsequent 
searches were still only searching a limited section of the database 
even when they believed they were doing a ‘general search’ of ‘all 
subjects.’ 

20: No clear link to the search tool from other pages 
within the Intute site 

A couple of users left the home page to browse other areas of the site 
before trying to do a search. One user, when prompted to perform a 
search of the website, struggled to find where she could do this, not 
realising she had to go back to the home page. She first looked for a 
search box somewhere on the page and then eventually used the 
browser back button, clicking several times before she reached the 
home page again.  
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Opportunities for Additional Search Functions 

During testing a number of positive search features mentioned by users 
were noted. Some of these were observed when using Google Scholar or 
Intute while others were suggestions made by users that would make their 
searching easier.   

21: Option to specify a time period 

Users liked being able to specify a time period when searching for 
articles and case studies. Some users familiar with Google Scholar said 
that they often used the advanced search feature to enter dates in 
order to narrow their search down to articles published between 
certain dates. Users found this extremely helpful as they were often 
only interested in recent articles. 

22: Option to specify type of resource  

On the Intute website users found it helpful to be able to specify the 
type of resource they wanted, e.g. journals, case studies, articles etc, 
and search only within these. They especially liked being able to 
search only ‘full-text’ journals because uses generally preferred instant 
access.  

“I like the way it’s broken down into different resources so for example 
you can click on ‘Journals’ and narrow your search that way.” 

 

23: Option to specify length of case study/article 

A couple of users mentioned that the ECCH (Electronic Case Clearing 
House) search function allowed them to specify the length of the case 
study they wanted, which they found helpful. Several users stated that 
they were not interested in very large documents because it would 
take too long for their students to get through them.  
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24: List of top authors for the subject searched 

Many users commented that they liked the way authors were listed on 
the search results page in Google Scholar. Users found it helpful to be 
able to refine their search by author as most users were familiar with 
the key writers in their area. Several users said they always started 
their Google search with author names and often found useful 
information this way.  

 

25: Reference to article citations 

Many users said that they found the citation information very useful in 
Google Scholar and that they used this information as an indication of 
the importance of that particular resource. Several users looked at the 
citation statistics along with the date published and were particularly 
interested in finding recent papers with many citations.  

“If people have cited it a lot then it means it has drawn a bit of 
attention.” 
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26: Automatic spelling correction 

A few users initially misspelt their search term and did not notice 
before hitting the search button, consequently pulling out either no 
results or irrelevant ones without the user realising why. In Google 
Scholar this was prevented because Google automatically corrected 
the users spelling and allowed them to search again for the intended 
keywords without having to re-type the words into the search box.  

 

27: Option to narrow search down to resources available 
in a particular institution 

Users regularly selected resources which they could access in their 
own library as they were not willing to pay for resources the library 
was not subscribed to. Some users therefore suggested that it would 
be helpful to be able to specify the university they were from so that 
they would only be searching those materials accessible to them. One 
user suggested a system that allowed all Universities to share 
information and resources between each other at a national level 
would be extremely helpful.  
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Review of Search Page Layout/Appearance/Navigation 

Opinions on the appearance of the TRIBE database were mixed, with some 
users preferring the sparse and relatively simple layout of TRIBE to the 
‘clutter’ of the Intute website, while other users preferred the more colourful 
and ‘eye catching’ appearance of Intute.  

Users liked the fact that both the TRIBE and Intute websites gave small 
descriptions of the resources on the results page, giving them an overview 
of what the resource was before opening it. 

“I like the little descriptions it has down here because if you just did a 
Google search you wouldn’t necessarily get a good overview of what it is.” 

Problems/Limitations of search page layout in TRIBE 

28: Users disliked the internal scrolling window  

Some users disliked the page layout of the TRIBE database, put off by 
the fact that the results appeared half way down the page and that 
there was an internal scroll bar.  Users much preferred the 
presentation of results on Intute, finding them much easier to scan 
through.  
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29: Users disliked the way the introductory text 
remained at the top of the page after performing a search  

Several users questioned why the introductive text (about TRIBE) 
remained at the top of the page on the search results page. These 
users said that they did not feel it was necessary, and only pushed the 
results further down the page. A couple of users said it was just a 
distraction.  

 

30: Resource titles didn’t always clearly indicate what 
the resource was going to be 

It was often unclear to users of the TRIBE database what they were 
about to open. Many users clicked on the link before reading the full 
overview and consequently the resource was often not what they had 
expected based on reading the title.  

31: Unclear what to click on to access resources 

A few of the more novice users failed to work out how to view the 
resources. These uses did not realise they could click on the text 
below ‘location’ and instead where looking for something to say ‘click 
here to view resource’ or ‘click here for full text’. A couple of users 
tried clicking on the heading but were still unsure how to access the 
resource from the subsequent page (see below).  
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32: Users confused by the resource overview page, 
having expected to go straight into the resource itself 

A couple of users were initially confused when they clicked on one of 
the headings in the results list and were taken to a page containing an 
overview of the resource, which no longer displayed the heading they 
had just clicked on in the results list. Users therefore assumed they 
had clicked on the wrong thing and so went back a page.  

 

33: Order of presentation of results was unclear 

Several users asked how the results were ordered and suggested that 
it would be able to sort the results in a number of different ways, such 
as date, relevance etc. 

 “I’m not sure how they are ordered. Is it like a Google ordering 
system in that the more people who access it the higher up the list 
that puts it?” 

34: Wide text rows put users off 

One user experienced the effects of a very long URL in the search 
results. The length of the URL was greater than the width of the page 
yet it appeared all on one line. This affected the rest of the results 
lower down on the page too, each having the same row width. This 
meant that she had to scroll sideways to read the full sentence and 
she found this very off putting. 

35: Resource format not clearly indicated before opening 
it, putting some users off 

Users were put off by the fact that TRIBE contained such a range of 
type of resources and that is wasn’t always obvious what each 
resource was until they opened it.  

“My first reaction to what I’ve got is that it takes a bit… to find out 
what it is I have got… Now that’s odd, in the first three things ones a 
textbook, the next thing is a set of courses somewhere, the next one 
is a division of the Academy of Management and their bibliographies…” 
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36: Preference for all results to be listed on one page 

One user said that he would have preferred it if the results were all 
listed on one page rather than having to move backwards and 
forwards, as he said he often gets lost in the pages.  

37: Failing to realise a new window had opened and 
therefore struggling to get back to the previous page 

Several users struggled to move back and forth between the resources 
and the website when the resources opened in a new window which 
sat in front of and concealed the original website. They initially failed 
to realise that they were in a new window and instead were trying to 
use the browser back button, not understanding why it was not taking 
them back.  

Problems/Limitations of search page layout on Intute 

38: Disliked having to scroll down the page before being 
able to view the list of results 

Several users were put off by the fact that they had to scroll half way 
down the page before they could view the first result. They felt that a 
lot of the information at the top of the page was surplus and only 
cluttered the page.  

A couple of users failed to realise that they needed to scroll down the 
page to view the results and therefore missed seeing them. One user 
clicked on ‘view results’ at the top of the page instead, which took him 
to the harvester results rather than the editors choice results.   
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39: Failing to understand what the key symbols 
represent on the results pages 

Several users commented that they were not sure what all the various 
symbols meant that appeared on the results pages. One user read the 
‘alt tag’ descriptions for each symbol and was still unsure what they 
were meant to represent.  

“Full record of Social Sciences, I don’t know what that means….and 
what’s that tick?...It’s a bit complicated, or at least more complicated 
than it needs to be.” 

 

Opportunities for improved layout of search results pages 

40: Clearly indicate on results page whether payment is 
required to access the resource 

Users felt it would have been helpful to include a symbol or some sort 
indicating whether or not a particular resource was free and whether it 
would be accessible to them.  

41: Clearly indicate Author, Journal name, article title 
and date of publication (as on Google) 

Users liked the way the Author, Journal name and title and date were 
all clearly indicated in the Google search results. Users said that they 
tended to use this information to decide whether an article is likely to 
be useful or not.  

42: Cleary indicate the type/format of the resource on 
the results page 

Users wanted to know what the resource would be before they opened 
it (i.e. whether it was a book, article, website etc) to help them decide 
whether it was the kind of thing they were looking for or not.  

43: Present free/accessible resources towards the top of 
results list 

One user said he would have expected the freely available resources 
to be listed at the top of the page and other resources that require a 
fee to be listed nearer the bottom of the page.  
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44: May be helpful if the search box remained at the top 
of the results page (as on Google) 

One user commented that he found it helpful the way the search box 
remained at the top of search results pages on Google because that 
way you can remember what you searched for and also easily modify 
your search as you go along.  
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Review of Search Results 

Quality of resources found 

45: Search results frequently described as ‘irrelevant’ or 
‘unfocussed’ 

Several users noted that some of their search results were not very 
relevant to their search terms, with one user describing the results as 
“a little bit unfocused.” This was often the case when users search 
phrases included more than one word, Users noted that in the results, 
although both these words appeared, they did not necessarily appear 
together. 

“It’s come up with stuff that’s got nothing to with bank competition 
just because those two words appear in the text, so in terms of its 
selectivity it’s not too clever actually.” 

46: Limited content of TRIBE was disappointing 

The majority of users concluded that the TRIBE database was very 
limited in its content. Several users felt that the database failed to 
bring up many important resources that it should have done. 

“There are plenty of other things that could be there but aren’t.” 

47: Users were surprised to find resources from other 
countries appearing in the results 

Users were surprised to find resources from other countries through 
TRIBE. A couple of users mentioned that they preferred not to use 
American sources because some of the terms they use are different 
and this would only confuse students.  

48: ‘Commercial’ websites viewed by many users as 
inappropriate academic material  

Several users were surprised to come across resources which 
consisted of ‘professional’ or ‘commercial’ websites and felt that these 
were not very appropriate ‘academic’ resources.  

49: Some users struggled to find anything ‘new’ that 
they had not found themselves on Google 

Although many users came across some useful resources in Intute and 
TRIBE, several commented that it was not adding anything more to 
what they already knew or had found through Google.  

One user commented that she would not look for journals on Intute 
because she knows she can get these on Google Scholar.  

“I’m not convinced it’s something I can’t find elsewhere.” 

50: Importance of up-to-date material 

The majority of users stated that it was important to know the date a 
particular source was published. Users were mainly looking for recent 
material (within the last few years) and dismissed articles older than 
this as being of no use to them.  
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Several users suggested that ordering the results in terms of date 
would be very useful, and they would expect the most recent material 
to appear at the top of the page and older material at the bottom.  

51: Users wanted a link to the original source of the 
article/resource 

When a result consisted of a journal article, users generally wanted a 
link included to the original journal from which the article was taken 
from in addition to linking to the article itself. A couple of users 
mentioned that sometimes Google fails to provide this. For example, 
one user came across an html document that was not referenced. 

52: Reluctance to pay for resources without knowing 
enough about them 

Many users were unwilling to pay for access to resources. Several 
users said that they were reluctant to pay for resources when they did 
not know enough about them to decide whether they would be of any 
use. In these instances the resource descriptions were very important 
but users felt they often lacked detail.   

53: Expectation that resources in TRIBE and Intute 
would be free to access 

Due to the nature of the websites, many users expected all the 
resources available on TRIBE and Intute to be free to access and were 
surprised when they came across resources for which they were being 
asked to pay for. This frustrated many users.  

54: Desire to find case studies and articles rather than 
just ‘facts’ 

Many users were looking for case studies and articles which they could 
use in discussions with their students. They were less interested in 
information about theories or definitions as this type of information 
could be obtained easily from textbooks.  

“What I was hoping to get was a nice case, not the theory of it, 
because they [the students] can get that out of any textbook.” 

55: Preferable that resources are also available for the 
students to refer to directly  

Several users commented that it was important for them to get 
information from sources that their students could also easily get hold 
of, so that if necessary, the students would be able to refer back to 
the original source. 
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56: Inclusion of working papers as well as published 
papers would be useful 

A couple of users mentioned that they liked Google Scholar because it 
contained working papers as well as published articles. These users 
explained that it can often take a long time for a paper to be 
published, and in the mean time “it is useful to be able to track what it 
going on.” 

“This is obviously taking me to working papers, published journal 
articles with those words in the title and that is pretty useful.”  

57: Journal articles are often too advanced for first and 
second years 

Many users felt that journal articles were too advanced for first and 
second year students, and therefore they were looking for a different 
type of material for them, preferring more review/summary articles or 
resources.  

58: Less interested in book references unless book was 
readable online 

The majority of users were not interested in finding book references 
online, preferring instead to use the university library for this. If 
however, the book was an e-book, available to read online, then this 
was potentially more useful to them.  

59: Importance of resources being quality assured 

The majority of users voiced concerns over the ‘authenticity’ or 
‘academic credibility’ of sources, particularly on Google. Users 
indicated a preference for peer reviewed articles and resources.  

“I would never take any un-refereed or un-substantiated nonsense off 
the web, which is what a lot of students tend to do. It needs to be 
refereed….An uneducated search doesn’t reveal very much.” 

60: Unclear how TRIBE database is populated 

Some users had concerns about the quality of results in TRIBE and 
wanted to know how the database was populated. It was not clear to 
users how extensive the information in TRIBE was. 

“It needs to be clear who it is who’s doing the scrutiny and the 
decision making in terms of content.” 
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General Comments  

Interesting Quotes 

“What you’ve got here [on TRIBE] that you haven’t got in Google 
Scholar, which is good, for a search site like this, it’s more important 
to have a limited number of things of higher quality, with a description 
of them.” 

 

“This just seems like a portal that points me to other sites really, 
without guaranteeing any quality of those sites. It offers me nothing I 
can’t do with Google. I’d get better results with a Google search with a 
term like business information systems.” 

 

“This [TRIBE] one seems reasonable but I think both the quantity and 
quality of the results found is rather limited at the moment, so maybe 
I would come back to this site in a few months and look again… at the 
moment it’s annoying when it leads you to links which aren’t there.” 

 

“For browsing stuff when I’m updating courses this [Intute] might be 
quite useful. For finding answers or information on specific issues then 
Google Scholar looked good.” 

 

“I think one of the dangers with Google Scholar is that there is a 
feeling that this is the only place you need to look… I don’t think 
people genuinely understand that there is a lot of information that 
Google Scholar doesn’t cover. For example publishers like Elsevier 
deliberately exclude their content from Google Scholar.” 
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Questionnaire Responses 

Following the exploration of the three websites, each participant was 
asked to complete a post use evaluation questionnaire, rating various 
characteristics of the sites on a scale of 1 to 5. 

In the first 6 sessions users were asked to rate each of the three 
websites for ease of use, quantity of results, quality of results and 
likeliness to use again. It was observed that users had some difficulty 
completing this questionnaire due to ambiguity in the wording. A new 
version of the questionnaire was therefore created for subsequent 
testing.  

Version 2 of the questionnaire asked users to summarise their 
thoughts on the search functionality, quantity of results, type of 
resources, usefulness of resources and likeliness to use the website 
again.  Further clarification was provided by the moderator where 
needed.  

A summary of the results are illustrated in the graphs below. The 
individual user responses as well as full details of the questionnaires 
can be found in the appendices. 
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Overall Google Scholar achieved the highest scores for each of 
the characteristics measured while TRIBE performed the poorest.  
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Summary 

Usability testing of the TRIBE, Intute and Google Scholar Resource 
Locators has given the team an exciting insight into how users wish to 
and expect to be able to use the facilities and what they expect to be 
able to achieve. We observed both positive and negative attributes in 
all three websites and found that there are a few areas that could be 
improved to make it easier for customers using the sites. 

We are always keen to point out that website usability never stands 
still. There will always be scope for improvement and all feedback 
needs to be reviewed in the context of the user’s forever changing 
model and understanding of how the site should work for them. 

If you wish to discuss any aspect of our findings and 
recommendations, please do not hesitate to get in touch. 
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Appendix 1: Candidates 

A total of 27 test sessions were conducted with the following people: 

1. Mary, Lecturer in Management 

2. Richard, Teaching Fellow in Financial Accounting 

3. Humphrey, Lecturer in Management 

4. Annalaura, Teacher of Organizational Behaviour and 
Marketing 

5. John, Director of Economics 

6. Prakash, Lecturer of Information Systems and computing 

7. Lyn, Professor of Financial Studies 

8. Shanti, Professor of Economics 

9. John, Professor of Financial Economics 

10. Jonathon, Lecturer in Banking and Finance 

11. Satish, Researcher and Teacher of Banking and Finance 

12. Roman, PHD Student and Graduate Tutor in Business 
School 

13. Paul, Lecturer in Tourism 

14. David, Postgraduate Finance Lecturer 

15. Robert, Economics Programme Manager 

16. Alex, Lecturer in Business Studies 

17. Mike, Learning Technologies Manager 

18. Helen, Senior Lecturer in Psychology and People 
Management 

19. Graham, P/T Lecturer in Business 

20. Linda, Teaches Accounting and Finance 

21. Loftus, P/T Teacher in Advanced Accounting and Finance 

22. Nicola, Lecturer in the Business School 

23. Jennie, Teaches Marketing 

24. Mary, Lecturer in Management 

25. Seamus, Lecturer in Management 

26. Tim, Teaches Research, Strategic Management and 
Information Systems 

27. Sandra, Lecturer in Marketing 

The interviews lasted no longer than 45 minutes and followed a series of 
predefined tasks, followed by the completion of a post evaluation 
questionnaire and discussion of any issues or highlights raised during the test.  
 
The tests were conducted at the University of Bristol, Bangor University, 
University of Newcastle, University of Salford and Inverness College. 

 
The candidates were recruited by BMAF representatives via direct contact or 
email. The sample contained 18 males and 9 females.  
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Appendix 2: Interview Script 

Introduction 

Participants welcomed.  

Before we begin, please give us a brief description of your 
current job role. 

Can you tell us what kind of resources you typically use in 
your day to day work? For example, do you refer to case 
studies, journals, textbooks, teaching guides etc? 

And what kind of sources do you typically obtain these 
from, including both online and offline? Which type do you 
prefer to use? 

Specifically, what online resources do you use regularly 
and find helpful? 

Assessing familiarity 

Users will be shown the first of the three facilities to be reviewed and 
given a brief description of what the facility is (see below). Please note 
the order of presentation of the three facilities will be randomised for 
each participant to avoid any response bias. 

1. Teaching Resources in Business Education Database, 
(TRIBE) – Identifies teaching and learning resources for 
academic staff in the Business, Management Accountancy 
and Finance subject areas. 

2. INTUTE - a free online service providing access to web 
resources in research and education.  

3. Google Scholar - a free service from Google which allows 
you to search scholarly literature across the web. 

After being shown the first facility, participants will be asked the 
following questions. 

Are you familiar with this facility?  

If yes,  

Have you ever used it before? 

If yes, 

How did you come across it/first hear about it? 

What have you used it for and did you find the results 
helpful? 

Using the websites 

Participants will now be asked to use the website. Time permitting, the 
moderator will ask the user to initiate three different topic searches 
using the website facility. 

We would like you to think of a topic/issue that is relevant 
to you in your job role at the moment (e.g. a teaching 
issue, lecture theme etc).  

41 



BMAF Usability Testing Report 2007 

Please use this resource to find some relevant information 
that would be of use to you.  

Participants will be observed performing their searches and the 
moderator will record answers to the following questions. 

 Do users understand how the search works? 

 Do users find information on their chosen topic? 

 What do users think of the quality of the information? 

 What do users think of the type of information? (case study, 
article etc) 

 Is the information presented in the format users expected? 
(e.g. pdf, word) 

 How do users wish to use this information (e.g. print, email, 
save etc) 

After participants have performed three separate searches they will be 
moved on to the next website and asked to perform the same three 
searches. 

Comparing the websites 

Once participants have used all three websites they will be asked to 
compare them and complete an onscreen questionnaire. This will be 
followed up by asking the questions below. 

Overall, which website did you find the easiest to 
navigate/use and why? 

Which one do you feel gave you the most useful 
information and why? 

Which one would you be most likely to use again and why? 

Concluding remarks 

If time, users will be asked to comment on e-learning in general and 
discuss how important or beneficial they believe it is to education.   
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Appendix 3: Post Evaluation Questionnaire Version 1 (Bristol only) 

 
Please provide answers to the following questions:  

 
1. How would you rate the TRIBE database for ease of use/searching? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 

 
 

2. How would you rate the TRIBE database for quantity of results produced? 
 

Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
3. How would you rate the TRIBE database for quality of resources found? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
4. How likely are you to use the TRIBE database to find resources in the 

future? 
 

Ο Definitely 
Ο Quite Likely 
Ο Not Sure 
Ο Unlikely 
Ο Definitely Not 

 
 
5. How would you rate the Intute website for ease of use/searching? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
6. How would you rate the Intute website for quantity of results produced? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
7. How would you rate the Intute website for quality of resources found? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
8. How likely are you to use the Intute website to find resources in the 

future? 
 

Ο Definitely 
Ο Quite Likely 
Ο Not Sure 
Ο Unlikely 
Ο Definitely Not 

 
9. How would you rate Google Scholar for ease of use/searching? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
10. How would you rate Google Scholar for quantity of results produced? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
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11. How would you rate Google Scholar for quality of resources found? 

 
Very Good Ο Ο Ο Ο Ο Very Poor 
 

 
12. How likely are you to use Google Scholar to find resources in the future? 

 
Ο Definitely 
Ο Quite Likely 
Ο Not Sure 
Ο Unlikely 
Ο Definitely Not 
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Post Evaluation Questionnaire – Version 2  

 
Please provide answers to the following questions:  

 
1. How would you rate the TRIBE database search functionality? 

 

Ο Excellent  I really liked the method of searching 

Ο Good I quite liked the method of searching 

Ο Average  I don’t have an opinion either way  

Ο Poor I disliked the method of searching  

Ο Very Poor I really disliked the method of searching 

 

2. How would you rate the TRIBE database for quantity of results relevant to 
your search term? 

 

Ο Excellent There was a large number of relevant results 

Ο Good There was quite a lot of relevant results 

Ο Average There was some relevant results 

Ο Poor There was only a few relevant results 

Ο Very Poor There was little or no relevant results 

 

3. How would you rate the TRIBE database for type of resources available? 

 

Ο Excellent It was exactly what I wanted 

Ο Good It was mostly what I wanted 

Ο Average It was mixed 

Ο Poor It had very little of what I wanted 

Ο Very Poor It was not what I wanted at all 

 

4. How would you rate the TRIBE database for usefulness of resources? 

 

Ο Excellent Extremely useful to me 

Ο Good Quite useful to me 

Ο Average Some use to me 

Ο Poor Limited use to me 

Ο Very Poor No use to me 
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5. How likely are you to use the TRIBE database to find resources in the 
future? 

 

Ο Definitely 

Ο Quite Likely 

Ο Not Sure 

Ο Unlikely 

Ο Definitely Not 

 

6. How would you rate the Intute website search functionality? 

 

Ο Excellent I really liked the method of searching 

Ο Good I quite liked the method of searching 

Ο Average I don’t have an opinion either way  

Ο Poor I disliked the method of searching  

Ο Very Poor I really disliked the method of searching 

 

7. How would you rate the Intute website for quantity of results relevant to 
your search term? 

 

Ο Excellent There was a large number of relevant results 

Ο Good There was quite a lot of relevant results 

Ο Average There was some relevant results 

Ο Poor There was only a few relevant results 

Ο Very Poor There was little or no relevant results 

 

8. How would you rate the Intute website for type of resources available? 

 

Ο Excellent It was exactly what I wanted 

Ο Good It was mostly what I wanted 

Ο Average It was mixed 

Ο Poor It had very little of what I wanted 

Ο Very Poor It was not what I wanted at all 

 

9. How would you rate the Intute website for usefulness of resources? 

 

Ο Excellent Extremely useful to me 

Ο Good Quite useful to me 

Ο Average Some use to me 

Ο Poor Limited use to me 

Ο Very Poor No use to me 
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10. How likely are you to use the Intute website to find resources in the 
future? 

 

Ο Definitely 

Ο Quite Likely 

Ο Not Sure 

Ο Unlikely 

Ο Definitely Not 

 

11. How would you rate Google Scholar’s search functionality? 

 

Ο Excellent I really liked the method of searching 

Ο Good I quite liked the method of searching 

Ο Average I don’t have an opinion either way  

Ο Poor I disliked the method of searching  

Ο Very Poor I really disliked the method of searching 

 

12. How would you rate Google Scholar for quantity of results relevant to your 
search term? 

 

Ο Excellent There was a large number of relevant results 

Ο Good There was quite a lot of relevant results 

Ο Average There was some relevant results 

Ο Poor There was only a few relevant results 

Ο Very Poor There was little or no relevant results 

 

13. How would you rate Google Scholar for type of resources available? 

 

Ο Excellent It was exactly what I wanted 

Ο Good It was mostly what I wanted 

Ο Average It was mixed 

Ο Poor It had very little of what I wanted 

Ο Very Poor It was not what I wanted at all 

 

14. How would you rate Google Scholar for usefulness of resources? 

 

Ο Excellent Extremely useful to me 

Ο Good Quite useful to me 

Ο Average Some use to me 

Ο Poor Limited use to me 

Ο Very Poor No use to me 
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15. How likely are you to use Google Scholar to find resources in the future? 

 

Ο Definitely 

Ο Quite Likely 

Ο Not Sure 

Ο Unlikely 

Ο Definitely Not 
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Appendix 5: Interview Transcripts 

 

Removed 
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