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We describe the challenges of understanding and setting
usability requirements for a web site containing a form.

We define ‘usability requirements’, and go on to explain
how to set them.

Ideally, usability requirements should be defined early in
a project. In practice, we often find that the first
opportunity we have is when we are asked to undertake
an evaluation.

Collecting the users’ opinions of the requirements as part
of the evaluation can often prompt the organization into
investigating the users, leading to a better set of
requirements and, eventually, a better web site.

WHY SET USABILITY
REQUIREMENTS?

In traditional systems development, users were locked into
systems and had little choice about whether to use them. If
they were involved at all, it was often only at the very end
of the process at a point where their input could not be
acted on.

With the advent of the web, many organisations are trying
to adopt a more user-centred view of systems
development where the aim is to create sites that meet
users' needs because users can go where they wish.

But users are often external to the organisation and we
don’t generally know too much about them. Can we do
without a definition of users in this case? If not, how can
we define them if they could be anyone?

Web sites with forms are even more difficult.
Organisations often do not know exactly why they are
asking their users for information or how the information
will be used. Often, they fail to think at all about the effort
required from the user to locate the answers to their
questions.

In this paper, we describe our experience in setting
usability requirements. It is not always easy but has
benefits:

 For the project team, the exercise raises awareness of
usability factors and allows all the web site
stakeholders to air their views.

 For the development of the web site, it is simply
easier to design something if you know what it has
got to do and who it is for.

 When you evaluate the web site, you need to set
usability requirements, so that you know whether or
not the site is a success.

Finally, we suggest that the evaluation may help to
encourage your organisation to investigate and refine your
usability requirements.

WHAT ARE USABILITY
REQUIREMENTS?

Usability requirements are a statement describing who
will use the web site and for what purpose? When the
web site contains a form, there are two purposes: the
organisation's in asking for the information and the user's
in delivering it.

Background to the definition

We have chosen to define usability requirements by
considering four aspects – user, environment, domain of
knowledge and task.

The definition is drawn from the Open University
definition given in their new course ‘M873 – User
Interface Design and Evaluation’1. We find that it works
well for us in practice.

1. User

Who are the users and what are their characteristics?
Deborah Mayhew2 defines user characteristics as:
 "Psychological characteristics", e.g. motivation – why

should a user research and reveal information in
filling out the form?

 "Knowledge and experience", e.g. what do they know
about the organisation? Do they trust the organisation
sufficiently to give true answers to the questions?

 "Physical characteristics", e.g. age. Will they need a
larger font size due to declining eye sight?

Mayhew also mentions job and task characteristics but
when defining users, we find it more helpful to refer to the
characteristics of the user with respect to the task, rather
than the task itself, e.g. is the user familiar with the task,
how often do they do the task?

There may be more than one type of user, differing
significantly from one another. If so, we find that it helps



if we define each type of user separately, contrasting the
differences between their respective environments,
domains of knowledge and tasks.

2. Environment

What are the circumstances of use? Environment can be
defined in terms of physical location, the equipment used
and supporting information.

Physical location
Is the user at home, at the office or perhaps in a public
place, e.g. the library or an internet café? If users have to
leave the web site to find the answer to the form in a
different location, will they lose their work so far?

Equipment used
Will the user have all the necessary equipment to achieve
their goals, e.g. the need for a printer attached to the PC to
print the completed form. Does the equipment used
impose constraints on the user, e.g. modem speed, screen
size and resolution, browser capabilities?

Supporting information
Where will the user find the answers to the questions in
the form? Is all the necessary information to hand? Is
help available if the user gets stuck?

3. Domain of knowledge

What do the users know? More importantly, what don’t
they know? The domain of knowledge is the skills and
experience that the users bring to the task in hand. In our
experience, this is a factor commonly misunderstood. On
the one hand, it is assumed that the user will know and
understand the organisation's jargon. On the other hand,
there is an unspoken assumption that the users will
approach the web site with a blank mind – no
preconceptions about the web site, and no other
knowledge or experience. Both assumptions are usually
incorrect.

Experience of the organisation
What is the user's background knowledge of the
organisation? What experience does the user have of the
organisation's product? In filling out a form to order a
brochure, for example, the user is likely to know what a
brochure is and why they might need it. However, they
probably won't know the brochure order code or
necessarily understand the title of the brochure given by
the organisation.

Skills
What practical experience of the web does the user
already have? Has the user experienced other web sites
performing similar functions, e.g. a competitor's web site?
It is also important to consider other skills that might be
relevant to the user’s task. A specialist site for doctors
asking about medical practice can use a different style of

language to a site that is aimed at untrained users who are
worrying about whether they may have a particular
disease.

4. Task

Goals and tasks
In approaching the web site, what overall goals will the
user want to achieve? Which tasks will then be performed
by the user in order to move towards those goals? For
example, a user's overall goal may be to get some
information about the organisation's product. A related
task will be providing personal details to the organisation
so that a brochure can be sent out.

Success in the task
What is the result of the task? For example, the result to
the user of ordering a brochure is a confirmation the order
and understanding when the brochure will be delivered.
The result to the organisation is the existence of an order
on the computer system. The user’s overall goal is only
achieved when the brochure appears in the mail. This may
be challenging for an organisation where different
departments are responsible for separate tasks that
contribute to the goal.

Task duration
How long should the task take? On the web, stakeholders
often resist setting time scales because response times can
vary enormously. However, even broad time scales, e.g.
about half an hour, are useful in order to know what we
are aiming for. Also, factors such as expense (in Europe
the cost of using the phone line) and frustration levels may
mean that the user sets their own arbitrary time limit.

Frequency and choice
How frequently will the task be performed? You might
buy a car once every two or three years, whereas you
might buy books every week. Does the user have the
choice of an alternative? Instead of using the web form to
order a car, the user could use the telephone or go to a
showroom.

HOW TO SET USABILITY
REQUIREMENTS

It is easier to design something if you know what it has to
do and who it is for. We have suggested some questions
that define your users, and their environment, domain of
knowledge and tasks. The next step is to set requirements
by answering those questions.

Who should set them?

Usually, the project stakeholders have to set or approve
the usability requirements. Stakeholders are those with an
interest in the product: business sponsor, content owner,



marketing department, customer service representative,
development or analysis department, creative or visual
designer. Often users or user representatives are involved
as well.

When identifying the stakeholders, beware of user
representatives whose views may be limited to one
segment of the user population. For example, a customer
service representative’s experience will be skewed by the
fact that they spend most of their time helping users with
problems. These users may actually only constitute 5% of
the total population and while it is important that they are
represented, the other 95% who have no reason to ring
must not be forgotten.

When to involve users

Where real users are available, make use of them as early
as possible. However, bear in mind that the real users
may not feel empowered to comment if brought into an
unfamiliar forum such as a project meeting.

The alternative is to go out and investigate users in their
own environment, employing a technique such as user and
task analysis. This is usually more time-consuming but
gives a more realistic view. Our favourite book on this
topic is ‘User and Task Analysis for Interface Design’ by
Hackos and Redish3.

How to get started

When looking at a web site, the stakeholders may be
reluctant to set usability requirements if they perceive that
the users could be anybody. We find that it helps to ask
the stakeholders who the users are likely to be.

For example, a web site set up for Small Businesses could
in theory be used by novice users. In practice however,
the users are likely to have acquired some web knowledge
before choosing to visit this kind of site.

When the web site contains a form, the exchange of
information is two-way. The usability requirements must
therefore consider both flows of information. Having
obtained information from the web site, what will the user
use it for? And where will they get the answers that the
form is expecting?

Resolving issues

Setting usability requirements allows the web site
stakeholders to air their views. The resulting set of
requirements should be a consensus of opinion. However,
we often find that getting to consensus isn’t easy and that
it helps the process if we create a list of open issues. Each
issue should state the percentage of users that it applies to.
If the percentage is small, it may be easier to solve the
problem by directing those users to other methods of
communication such as the telephone. This is especially
relevant in web development where there can be pressure
to deliver something quickly.

When should you set usability
requirements?

We recommend that usability requirements are set as early
on in the project as possible. Writing them early on will
help the specification and design of the web site because
instead of trying to meet the needs of any user, you are
designing with a specific goal in mind.

EFFECT ON THE USABILITY
EVALUATION

Defining users to recruit them

Although we recommend setting usability requirements as
early on as possible, we often find that the first
opportunity we have is when we are asked to undertake an
evaluation. In order to recruit users to participate in the
evaluation, we need to know who they are and what tasks
we are going to set for them. Because evaluation forces
the stakeholder to consider users and their tasks, we find
we are able to get them to think about environment and
domain of knowledge at the same time.

Deciding on the environment

To what extent do we need to recreate the user’s own
environment for the evaluation? For example, should the
user test the web site at home (where they would normally
use the Internet) or is it acceptable to bring them into the
office (of the owning organisation)? The office is likely
to have a high speed network for accessing the internet
meaning that problems related to using the web site with a
modem connection won’t be uncovered.

In practice, we have found that testing in the office is an
acceptable compromise. Recently, the web sites we have
seen either have many problems or are at an early stage of
development. In both cases, response time is not yet



an important factor. Testing in the office is also less
expensive than visiting users in their homes.

However, if users are not in their usual home environment
how will they look up the answers when filling in the
form? We have found various ways of dealing with this:
 by providing the user with a scenario with the

information

 by warning the users that they will need to bring
certain information with them to the evaluation,

 by relying on the users having the necessary
information in their heads, which is acceptable for a
simple form where the users are likely to know the
answers.

Tasks for the evaluation

In planning the evaluation, check that the version of the
web site to be tested supports the tasks defined in the
usability requirements. For example, if a prototype or
very early design is to be tested, it won’t have all the
intended functionality. However, we have found that the
value of getting early feedback is worth the problem of
steering the user around the missing tasks.

Figure 1: Evaluation leads to changes in usability
requirements

User’s views of requirements

Having set the usability requirements, we have often
found that the users participating in the evaluation have
different views.

For example, we were asked to test an administrative
policy web site where the usability requirements centred
on navigation. The evaluation did identify navigation
issues but the users were actually more interested in the

usefulness of the content and prioritised this over the other
problems. This resulted in revisiting the usability
requirements after the evaluation as part of the design
improvement process.

INVESTIGATING THE USERS

Having defined the requirements, recruited a set of users
and evaluated the web site, we will know how well the
web site worked for those users. The users we recruit can
also help us to know whether the requirements worked for
them.

But how do we know that the defined users are the same
as the actual users?

Figure 2 shows a mismatch between defined and actual
users. This can happen when the organisation defines the
usability requirements without investigating the users and
their needs.

In a recent example, the organisation decided that the web
site had two sets of users: registered users with passwords,
and new users. When we investigated, we found a third
group of users: infrequent visitors who need help to
remember their passwords.

In the same way that undertaking an evaluation creates
motivation for writing usability requirements, dealing with
the results of the evaluation can help promote enthusiasm
for investigative techniques such as user and task analysis,
sampling, interviewing and observation.

Define
requirements

Recruit users

Evaluate
product

Action to
improve
product

Improved
requirements

Actual
users

Defined users

Users recruited
for evaluation

Figure 2: Defined users differ from actual users



CONCLUSION

We find that setting usability requirements helps us to
develop web sites that meet user needs. Although we
prefer to define requirements early in development, being
asked to evaluate a web site often gives us an opportunity
to persuade the organisation to set requirements.
Similarly, the results from an evaluation may help to
persuade the organisation to investigate its users and their
needs.
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