PAGE  
1

Red is what clarisse is currently editing…

Purple is angela

INTRODUCTION
Motivation
The University of California, San Diego is not known for its lively social atmosphere.  Most students on campus are either studying, eating, or sleeping, which is quite the repertoire of basic needs of student life. However, students would occaisionally voice their opinion on the strange vacancy of social life: “Why is UCSD so dead?”  Some students in a Cognitive Science ethnography class decided to inquire further into the matter.  

Background
Seven UCSD undergraduates decided to join arms in investigating the curious lack of social life at UCSD.  Because the subject was so vast, we decided to concentrate our energies into one area: making UCSD events known to those who want to know it.  We reasoned that, in order to promote community and a social life in which UCSD is appealing, students must be able to know what is going on.  That way they can actually come to the events and meet new people.  And so we focused on an events website that would publicize events to a wide UCSD population.  

It took a bit of soul-searching to finally arrive at redesigning a website.  Our very first idea was to look into social architecture and how we could promote greater community by rearranging physical spaces.  We met at coffee shops, various plazas, and the International Students Center in order to compare a successful space and a deserted space.  However, in the midst of our ideas, we decided that a website would target the broad issue more effectively than one physical area.  This way, everyone in the UCSD community could get involved.  

Contextual Design
In order to analyze the matter, we proceeded to follow the precepts of Contextual Design.  Contextual Design is a new way of designing systems.  Its greatest difference from other types of design is that it revolves around the users.  It only makes sense that technologies and systems should be tailored to fit the users’ needs.  However, sadly we find that in many situations, technologies are ill-suited to users.  They are complicated, involved and frustrating.  These systems are a result of starting with a new and “cool” technology and trying to force users to adapt to it.  But Contextual Design starts with the user.  Through Contextual Interviews with users and Models of their experience, Contextual Design offers a way for users to be involved in the very process of design.  In that way, we can avoid technology that is at odds with its users and instead, promote a closer and more natural fit to users’ work practices.  

METHODS

What We Did…
We found nine UCSD undergrad students who agreed to participate in our Contextual Interview; they were chosen from amongst our friends because they were easily accessible and sufficiently variable in their interests in events.  Although the participant and the interviewer(s) knew each other personally, it was necessary that the interviewer(s), along with other teammates assisting in the interview, introduce themselves as COGS 102C students partaking in a cognitive engineering/design course.  Moreover, the participant was then informed of the focus so that he or she would be aware of what we were looking for.  To address any issues concerning confidentiality, the participant was informed that his or her identity would remain anonymous and that any data collected from the interview would not be associated with his or her real name.  Finally, the participant was able to provide informed consent, by signing the general observational and the video recording release consent forms, before any questioning could officially commence.

How We Did What We Did…
Due to our conflicting schedules, it was not possible to have each individual group member present in a single interview.  Therefore, subgroups were formed accordingly with two or three people each during the two weeks of May 2 to May 11.  For the convenience of the interviewer and or the participant, interviews were conducted in various places.  Some were conducted in a reserved room at the Giesel Library or in the very apartment in which the participant inhabited.  It would appear ideal that conducting these interviews in the same exact room each time would ensure that various external factors would not interfere with the interview; however, such a protocol was not necessary. Despite the fact the interviews were conducted in multiple locations, each location had a common characteristic that qualified them as an apt setting suitable for these interviews- they consistently provided a quiet environment without any disruption.


Within these environments, tools for the set up included a laptop and a recording device, either a handheld video camera or a digital camera.  In the case with three people conducting an interview, one person would handle the camera while the other two people would serve as interviewers.  For the two person case, a digital camera would remain stationary while one person was the primary interviewer and other person was responsible for taking notes.  Occasionally the note-taker would interject and also ask the participant questions or provide further clarification to elucidate any ambiguities or simply to keep the participant engaged.

After the participant was aware of our focus and had the opportunity to provide his or her informed consent, basic background information was collected.  The initial set of questions focused on demographics (i.e., age, sex, major, whether living situation is on or off campus, etc.), general interests, leisurely pursuits, opinion of the UCSD atmosphere/social life, and means of acquiring event information.  Following these general questions, the contextual interview proceeded with two intensive phases which were intent on revealing how the participant electronically obtained event information.  

Contextual Interviews

Contextual interviews are a special kind of interview, especially for focusing on the user aspect of a work practice.  Contextual Design says that Contextual Interviews should follow a Master-Apprentice model of inquiry.  One is not asking questions and receiving answers.  Rather, one wants to delve deep into the user’s work practice.  Given the above, the contextual interviews were conducted in the following manner: 

Phase I.

Firstly, the participant was placed in front of a laptop and was asked to walk through what he or she did the last time they looked for information concerning a social function at UCSD.  (It was critical this request was neutral in its nature as to not influence the participant in any way possible.   Hence, the word “event” was purposely avoided because the team came to the consensus that it was a trigger word.  We specifically wanted to see whether the participant would independently think of this word and use it in a search engine.)  Here, the participant was able to freely navigate through the various sources he or she naturally used.  Sources included email, school webmail on tritonlink.ucsd.edu, newsletters from as.ucsd.edu/studentflyers.ucsd.edu/colleges, facebook.com, livejournal.com, eventful.com, hollywoodbowl.com, and google.com.   

Phase II.


Secondly, the participant was redirected to various UCSD sites such as: tritonlink.ucsd.edu, studentflyers.ucsd.edu, calendar.ucsd.edu, peg.ucsd.edu, artpower.ucsd.edu and boxoffice.ucsd.edu.   Of course redirecting the participant to each and every one of these sites would prove be excessively time consuming and down right cruel, so the participant was directed to a mean of three UCSD event sites.  As the participant navigated through each site, they were questioned with each move they made no matter how minute.  The most important question was, “Why did you click on this?” (

For the final part of the overall interview procedure, participants were asked to recall their general impressions of each site and answer a series of follow-up questions.  They were asked if they would return to any of the visited sites (from phase II) again in the future.  If so, which ones and why?  If not, what issues or features made the site particularly frustrating?  Furthermore, they were asked for additional comments concerning: the functionality of the site, ease or difficulty of navigation, aesthetics, and any suggestions for adjustment or redesign of a site. Lastly, the participants were asked to explain how they would feel about a user-driven design where events could be categorized by popularity.

Observations

The very first interview did not run as smoothly as imagined, but it offered insight as to what one should anticipate and avoid.  With two interviewers who seemed like interrogators and an invasive cameraman, the setting was unnatural, leaving the exchange awkward for both parties. At times the participant gave brief answers and the interviewers themselves were unsure of how to proceed.  Case in point: 

Interviewer #1: Alright, could you go to calendar.ucsd.edu?

Participant: Open a new one?

Interviewer #1: Yeah.

Interviewer #2: Just feel free to just explore, and click on whatever…

Participant: Ok.

Interviewer #2: We don’t really know what to do either.

Interviewer #1:  Now when you see these events, are they of interest to you?

Participant:  No

Interviewer #1:  Do they matter to you at all, possibly?

Participant:  Umm.  No.  Really nothing.


With the first interview in mind, modifications were made to better guide the second interview.  We refined our questions and the second participant was more responsive.  She clearly understood the interviewer’s desire for her description of site interface and was able to clearly vocalize her experience as a user.  She was not hesitant in showing her disapproval with particular functions that irritated her, like flash feature on peg.ucsd.edu.


The third participant brought to our attention the lack of diversity in event sites and suggested more categories such as human rights activism. She was, in fact, the first user to propose a user driven site where members could have the ability to submit events.


As for the rest of the users, various issues were brought up that will be discussed throughout the rest of the paper.

RESULTS

Results Summary
From the nine users we interviewed, we gathered rich data on the functionality and interface of the school websites as well as the websites that the students usually use.  We found that the users rarely use the official school websites such as tritonlink, calendar of events, or studentflyers.  First of all, the students never heard about them.  And after the interview, the general feeling was that, even if they now knew of them, they still would not use them.  There are a few main reasons for this sentiment.  One is that they are completely impersonal.  The students do not feel as if the website was made for them.  It contained boring events, mainly academic lectures and seminars on obscure topics.  They were not trustworthy in their choice of events.  The students do not respond to their picks.  For example, in Calendar of Events, its home page contains “highlight events.”  One user annoyingly commented, “Who picks these highlighted events.  It’s so subjective.”  This sentence echoes the general student opinion.  Students are not attracted to these websites because they cannot interact and personalize it.  They have no interest because it is not interesting.

From our nine user interviews, we learned that most people found out about events from their friends.  In addition to hearing about events through word of mouth, they were also avid google searchers, facebook commenters, and email inspectors.  And although some users regularly read the newsletters emails from student flyers and their campus, none of the users proceeded to the event websites to explore the events.  However, when we directed them to the UCSD event websites, they were somewhat unimpressed and became confused and frustrated with the lack of cohesive information available to them.  All three websites: Calendar of Events, Tritonlink, and Student Flyers, were incomplete and had many flaws, yet there were some notable features from the sites that seemed conspicuous within an uneventful website.  


[kind of took our presentation approach and mentioned the models while looking over the aspects of the websites we showed…sound ok? Or is it confusing/vague/not direct enough…]

In the lackluster Calendar of Events website, the events posted under the “highlight events” were considered to be highly subjective, most of which our users were completely uninterested in and allowed the users to confirm their assumptions that school events were “boring”.  There was also a list of categories for other events on the website, but the list was out of sight in the far bottom left corner and some users did not even notice it was there until we pointed it out to them.  When they did take notice and tried to filter/search for events, they found themselves going from page to page only to find limited and expired events.  Moreover, it was pointed out to us that the crucial information for the event (date, time, and location) was “gray on gray,” blending the text into the background, and made it difficult to scan the information efficiently.  Although the Calendar of Events website seemed serious and at the same time unprofessional, the simplicity of the layout was preferred and one intuitive function that a lot of the users noticed and gave positive feedback on was the mini calendar.  The calendar allowed the users to interact with the website and broke down the impersonal wall by connecting the website with their own individual schedules.

Next, we guided them to Tritonlink’s Student Life website.  This page was never noticed as Tritonlink was habitually used for academic purposes only, such as registering for classes.  The users’ first impressions were that there were “too many links” with not enough interesting categories and so much text that there seemed to be no area of focus.  The webpage had text that was “simple, short, and not hard to read” yet lacked in providing pictures with the text to satisfy the visual needs of the users.  However, the lack of graphics helped us focus on the importance of the content of the website.  For instance, we discovered that users were more likely to click on links that were relevant to them either by experience or interest.  Unfortunately, the links proved to be unhelpful to our users.  The links either led the users to other obscure websites or failed in providing more specific information, which was the case for one user who wanted to read more on an event related to the V-tech incident.  The user clicked on the V-tech link only to find another page with the same information that was on Tritonlink, which disappointed the user and made them circle around as they had navigated away from the main page pointlessly.  The repetitive search for events and information suggested a need for improved organization in addition to providing pertinent and comprehensive information to the user.

Lastly, we focused our users’ attention to a more recent website, Student Flyers.  At first, all of our users were distracted by its fun and colorful aesthetics, but soon realized that you can’t judge a website by its looks.  This webpage had a “featured events” section and similar to Calendar of Events “highlight events,” received comments on being subjective in its content.  Next to the featured events was another vague heading that read “Get Involved!” which either confused the user or compelled them to click on something.  Under the ‘Get Involved!’ title were all the categories with several links listed under them.  Although this set up gained more of the users’ attention, the users thought that it made the site “look too messy” and was disappointed that it only showed events within a short time restraint of maybe a week or so with no other option to look for future events.  It did, however, list several past events which annoyed our users once they realized that an event they might have been interested in had already passed.  Nevertheless, there was one feature under the categories that took our users by surprise, in a good way.  When a user clicked on a link under a category, a mini description of the event dropped down and gave the user an option to commit to navigating away from the main page.  This option was unconventional, but pleasantly received by most of our users since navigating away from the page seemed irritating and inconvenient to our users when browsing.

Through all of these highly underused event websites, we noticed some significant problems that we needed examine.  First, there was no mutual flow of information that the users seemed to favor from their regular websites.  The websites they visited frequently, such as Facebook and Gmail, allowed them to communicate with one of their most reliable sources of information, their friends.  In contrast, the UCSD events websites provided information in an impersonal way without an easy option to give feedback to the webmaster, who we couldn’t even get in contact with.  This isolation from the school fueled the stereotype that school related information was only reliable for academics and uninteresting for all other areas of interest to students.  Moreover, when the users tried to search for exciting school sponsored events, such as Sungod, it was nearly impossible to find the event because the search function led the users in futile pursuits to other problematic websites until the user came back to their homepage where they seemed most secure.  In some cases, it was difficult to start to search, as the Student Flyers website did not even have a search option.  Lastly, after all the redundant searching and browsing, the users strongly felt the need for one coherent website, which would provide dependable information.
User Models

The various user models were like this:   This particular user had an interesting flow model in which facebook was the website…  For sequence models, User 1 would go here and there.  I don’t know if this is really needed.  I guess we can have a few very in-depth models of different users.  We can include pictures and excerpts to show our data more clearly.  

Consolidated Models

Making flow, sequence, and cultural models for all nine of our users yielded interesting data about each user’s experience in looking for school-related events.  However, in order to create a website, individual models are useless.  One cannot design an entire website system from one user’s opinion. A design is useful only if it can apply to many people.  If the design is made with only one particular user in mind, it would not be relevant to the entire user population.  Therefore, the solution to this problem is to take all nine sets of models from our users and build one master set consisting of a Consolidated Flow Model, a Consolidated Sequence Model, and a Consolidated Cultural Model.  

A Consolidated Model takes individual models and extracts common themes and principles to form a generalized model that takes all the idiosyncracies of individual users into account.  These Consolidated Models streamline the design process by providing only one model to refer to for clarification and guidance.  Thoughts are no longer scattered across nine sets of models.  They are all fairly represented in one.  In contrast to individual models of individual users, Consolidated Models cover the entire population.  These models enable us, the designers, to distance ourselves from distracting details and see crucial trends in the work practices of our users.
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Consolidated Flow Model

In looking over the various flow models of our users, we noticed that the communication between most users and websites flow entirely in a one-way direction.  This one-direction pathway is central to our Consolidated Flow Model.  In Figure 1 below, organizations, the school, and event coordinators would post an event on the Event Uploader, which determines what goes onto the Events Website.  When the user visits the website, the Events Website does all the talking.  The user simply listens and leaves.  No wonder none of the users used the school websites!  The events posted on the websites were unappealing and dry, not to mention expired.  Most of the listed items were seminars, movies with strange titles, and obscure club events.  As a result, users do not feel that the websites are relevant or designed for them.  And there seems to be no opportunity for users to change this situation.  They are denied a voice.  It is as if a great wall separates them from the inner workings of the website and they are only permitted to look over and observe.
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Because there is no personal contribution or personal stake involved in the school websites, users no longer visit them.  Instead, they find out about events through “word of mouth.”  In Figure 2 below, one can see that the event website has been abandoned and users now look to their friends for information about upcoming events.  With friends, there is a two-way communication.  Users are able to talk to one another and mutually affect each other. When users do not speak face to face with their friends, they use Facebook.  Facebook is a successful website because it allows users to communicate to one another through the website rather than having the website be a static, two-dimensional billboard.  When communication is opened up, users are more likely to engage and take an interest.  Facebook opens up the blockading wall by allowing the users to be the webmasters.  The website becomes a lively conduit of information, constantly changing and constantly adapting to the users’ interests and needs. 

Consolidated Cultural Model

Even without consolidation, most of the cultural models of our users were almost identical.  School was boring and friends were fun.  With the consolidation of these models, there were some extra variable influencers such as a stranger on a bus or a social community website like livejournal but the message was basically the same.  Fellow users were trustworthy in their pick of interesting events but the official school websites were to be avoided at all costs.  
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In Figure 3, we organized our Consolidated Cultural Models according to influencers and influences.  The outermost influence is the culture of fun and interest.  This influence is pervasive and affects all users and friends and communities.  Within this setting are the main influencers: the school, the user, friends, and a community or social network.  The greatest influences are those between the users and their friends.  This interaction is a mutually positive influence in which they both encourage and feed off the other.  The users’ influence on their friends could be articulated as, “I’m so bored.  I’m sick of school.  Is there anything fun to do?” while their friends respond, “I know your interests.  You’ll love this event.  We’re fun.”  They perfectly balance one another’s needs and interests.  The community, social networks, and even random strangers play their part by contributing interesting events.  And users and their friends also contribute to the community and social networks by posting events they have heard of.  Some examples of these communities and social networks we have come across in our user interviews are websites such as Facebook, Livejournal, and Eventful. 

The only influencer that utterly fails to provide events that users might be interested in is the school, UCSD.  We found in our user data that even a close association with the school causes users to mistrust the events they promote.  Without exception, every single user admitted that they usually do not visit major school websites such as Tritonlink, Calendar of Events, or StudentFlyers to find out about events.  One user, while perusing the “Highlight Events” in the Calendar of Events website, kept reading off the event titles to show the interviewer how ridiculously obscure they were: “Vi-ZA Black April Commemoration,” a Turkish event, and “De-coSA.”  The majority of events provided were lectures and seminars, which none of our users clicked on.  

Consolidated Cultural Model

A Consolidated Cultural Model is useful because it gives us a sense of what the users across the population are looking for in an event website.  This model provides guidance on what sorts of influences users respond well to and what sort of influences they will reject.  According to this model, users react positively to fellow users and people with the same interests as themselves.  The influence of friends on users is compelling.  There was one user, User 1, who made decisions to attend an event based entirely on whether or not his friends would be there.  One event he was invited to was a study session.  But instead of reading the description, he immediately looked at the list of people going.  His reasoning was that, even if the event sounded boring, having friends there would make it fun.  In stark contrast, school websites emanate all the tediousness of a lecture and seem to actually repel users. 

Consolidated Sequence Model

A big factor in a user’s enjoyment and comprehension of a website is the ease of navigation.  Our Consolidated Sequence Model takes all the various steps of our users during their search and consolidates them into one general pattern.  The users’ goal is to narrow their search enough to arrive at an interesting event.  In examining the users’ sequence models, one immediately notices that there are many breaks in the sequence.  Dead-ends, misconstrued meanings, and unexpected turns litter the way.  Users click on a link, find nothing and return to the school website.  They click on another link, find nothing and return again.  Over and over, they are met with no progress.  Soon, they become frustrated and switch to an entirely new website.  

The Consolidated Sequence Model reveals that the general work structure of the user population, for the most part, follows three simple steps.  The first is to start at a general website.  The second step is to scan the website for relevant information.  The interface plays an important role at this step because salience of links and features catches the user’s eye, causing them to click on a link.  The third step is to narrow the search by either reading information about an event or by clicking on a promising link to search further.  At this point, the user repeats step two by scanning the website for relevance.  Then they either proceed to step three by clicking on a link or return to step one by restarting at a general website.  Users repeat these three steps until they find an event of interest or they give up and try a new website.  The users’ strategy is to start with a broad website and then narrow their search by scanning pages and clicking on links.  A break is whenever users do not find what they are looking for and are forced to either backtrack or start over.  With the school websites, it seems as if there are breaks at every turn.

User 2 is a good example of a user who follows the Consolidated Sequence Model.  She begins by typing in the general website, “ucsd.edu,” in the web browser (Step 1).  She then scans the website for relevant information (Step 2).  She looks mostly in the center and focuses in on the Calendar of Events section.  Seeing the link for “more events,” U2 decides to investigate further and clicks on it (Step 3), which redirects her to another general website: Calendar of Events (Step 1).  She then starts the sequence over.  She scans the website (Step 2) and narrows her search by clicking on “Next Week’s Events (Step 3),” which takes her to a new list of events (Step 1).  She repeats again.  She scans the page (Step 2).  In finding an interesting event called “Hands-on San Diego,” she reads the brief description and clicks the “more” link (Step 3), which takes her to another page.  Then there is a break because she then becomes disinterested and jumps to an entirely new category.  After exploring a few more categories, she hits a severe dead-end.  She actually sits in front of the screen with her mouse wandering aimlessly.  The interviewer asks, “So what are you doing now?” and User 2 replies with a lost look, “I have no idea.  I don’t do this ever.”

(Hosoos stuff (minus affinity)

(interesting) individual habits, observations…backgrounds…

From our nine user interviews, we learned that most people found out about events from their friends.  In addition to hearing about events through word of mouth, they were also avid google searchers, facebook commenters, and email inspectors.  And although some users regularly read the newsletters emails from student flyers and their campus, none of the users proceeded to the event websites to explore the events.  However, when we directed them to the UCSD event websites, they were somewhat unimpressed and became confused and frustrated with the lack of cohesive information available to them.  All three websites: Calendar of Events, Tritonlink, and Student Flyers, were incomplete and had many flaws, yet there were some notable features from the sites that seemed conspicuous within an uneventful website.  


[kind of took our presentation approach and mentioned the models while looking over the aspects of the websites we showed…sound ok? Or is it confusing/vague/not direct enough…]

In the lackluster Calendar of Events website, the events posted under the “highlight events” were considered to be highly subjective, most of which our users were completely uninterested in and allowed the users to confirm their assumptions that school events were “boring”.  There was also a list of categories for other events on the website, but the list was out of sight in the far bottom left corner and some users did not even notice it was there until we pointed it out to them.  When they did take notice and tried to filter/search for events, they found themselves going from page to page only to find limited and expired events.  Moreover, it was pointed out to us that the crucial information for the event (date, time, and location) was “gray on gray,” blending the text into the background, and made it difficult to scan the information efficiently.  Although the Calendar of Events website seemed serious and at the same time unprofessional, the simplicity of the layout was preferred and one intuitive function that a lot of the users noticed and gave positive feedback on was the mini calendar.  The calendar allowed the users to interact with the website and broke down the impersonal wall by connecting the website with their own individual schedules.

Next, we guided them to Tritonlink’s Student Life website.  This page was never noticed as Tritonlink was habitually used for academic purposes only, such as registering for classes.  The users’ first impressions were that there were “too many links” with not enough interesting categories and so much text that there seemed to be no area of focus.  The webpage had text that was “simple, short, and not hard to read” yet lacked in providing pictures with the text to satisfy the visual needs of the users.  However, the lack of graphics helped us focus on the importance of the content of the website.  For instance, we discovered that users were more likely to click on links that were relevant to them either by experience or interest.  Unfortunately, the links proved to be unhelpful to our users.  The links either led the users to other obscure websites or failed in providing more specific information, which was the case for one user who wanted to read more on an event related to the V-tech incident.  The user clicked on the V-tech link only to find another page with the same information that was on Tritonlink, which disappointed the user and made them circle around as they had navigated away from the main page pointlessly.  The repetitive search for events and information suggested a need for improved organization in addition to providing pertinent and comprehensive information to the user.

Lastly, we focused our users’ attention to a more recent website, Student Flyers.  At first, all of our users were distracted by its fun and colorful aesthetics, but soon realized that you can’t judge a website by its looks.  This webpage had a “featured events” section and similar to Calendar of Events “highlight events,” received comments on being subjective in its content.  Next to the featured events was another vague heading that read “Get Involved!” which either confused the user or compelled them to click on something.  Under the ‘Get Involved!’ title were all the categories with several links listed under them.  Although this set up gained more of the users’ attention, the users thought that it made the site “look too messy” and was disappointed that it only showed events within a short time restraint of maybe a week or so with no other option to look for future events.  It did, however, list several past events which annoyed our users once they realized that an event they might have been interested in had already passed.  Nevertheless, there was one feature under the categories that took our users by surprise, in a good way.  When a user clicked on a link under a category, a mini description of the event dropped down and gave the user an option to commit to navigating away from the main page.  This option was unconventional, but pleasantly received by most of our users since navigating away from the page seemed irritating and inconvenient to our users when browsing.

Through all of these highly underused event websites, we noticed some significant problems that we needed examine.  First, there was no mutual flow of information that the users seemed to favor from their regular websites.  The websites they visited frequently, such as Facebook and Gmail, allowed them to communicate with one of their most reliable sources of information, their friends.  In contrast, the UCSD events websites provided information in an impersonal way without an easy option to give feedback to the webmaster, who we couldn’t even get in contact with.  This isolation from the school fueled the stereotype that school related information was only reliable for academics and uninteresting for all other areas of interest to students.  Moreover, when the users tried to search for exciting school sponsored events, such as Sungod, it was nearly impossible to find the event because the search function led the users in futile pursuits to other problematic websites until the user came back to their homepage where they seemed most secure.  In some cases, it was difficult to start to search, as the Student Flyers website did not even have a search option.  Lastly, after all the redundant searching and browsing, the users strongly felt the need for one coherent website, which would provide dependable information.

Affinity Diagram

The affinity diagram greatly aided us in organizing our thoughts by organizing all our data from the interview interpretation sessions.  To create an affinity diagram, we first looked over our interpretation session notes, one user at a time, and wrote down any difficulties the user had or interesting points onto individual Post-it notes.  We then took all of the Post-its and posted them on a wall where we began to organize and reorganize common problems and points.  As a group of notes would start to form, we gave it a name for the category.  Eventually we had all the notes under many categories and after we were satisfied with the placement of all the notes, we found even higher categories for our categories and discovered four main themes that resonated with all of our users’ data.  One theme was that there was an interest in the general intuitive appearance of a website, including the mini calendar and dropdown menu as well as graphics with simple text where the important information is obvious.  This leads to the next matter which dealt with the content of the website.  The information for events was especially appealing to the users if they could personally relate to the event or someone they knew could spark an interest in them.  This interest for events could be enhanced with better descriptions for the events with clear headlines, specific descriptions, and accurate information.  In addition, there was a necessity for an overall better organization of all the events.  Meaning more specific filters, better labeled categories, and filtering out the outdated events on the main page without overwhelming the user with too much information.  The final theme was the subject of integration.  Allowing the users to collaborate with their information from all other modes of communication through one website would be ideal in creating an attentive and friendly community.

DESIGN CHANGES

In merging individual user models into Consolidated Models and user data into an Affinity Diagram, we are able to look across each user’s distinct work practice and form a comprehensive, sweeping view of the trends and work practices of the entire user population.  The Consolidated Flow, Cultural, and Sequence Models as well as the Affinity Diagram have provided valuable insight into the inner workings of the user’s experience of event websites.  Taking these insights and discoveries, our group proceeded to apply them directly to the actual design of the website.  

The design process in which we made the website come to life included visioning, storyboarding, creating focus areas in a User Environment Design, and specifying aspects of the User Interface.

Visioning

Before any actual planning of the website, we first started with visioning sessions.  Visioning is the time when the imagination takes over.  We encouraged one another to throw out ideas, any creative and crazy idea for a better design of our website.  One idea was to make the website completely intuitive with well-chosen graphics.  This was mostly to solve the problem of vague wording of categories.  There would be a room in which there would be a stack of CD’s for music, a shelf of DVD’s for movies, a textbook for academic events, a ballet slipper for dances, a party hat for social gatherings, and so on.  However, the graphics would be just as vague as the words so that idea was discarded.  Another idea was to create a circle of circular buttons.  In the middle would be a changing graphic of various events.  This idea was more to improve the aesthetic quality of the interface in response to comments we received about lists of hyperlinks on tritonlink.  Another idea was inspired by the three-dimensional clock discussed in a lecture.  The website would have three-dimensional layers of categories.  As soon as one filter was chosen, the user would proceed into another layer.  However, this idea was a bit muddled and more confusing than the current interfaces so we abandoned that one as well. 


The vision that was the most powerful and practical, the one that we actually used, was inspired by digg.com.  This vision was to have a website completely powered by the user community.  Its main feature was to filter user-submitted events by popularity, in which users would vote on which events were most interesting to them. 

Storyboarding


STORYBOARDING

In order to construct a prototype out of our data, we went through a process which included visioning, storyboarding, creating a User Environment Design to get the structure and crafting the User Interface.  

The storyboarding phase began to form a structure for the vision.  As we went through each action the user would be going through on our website with rough sketches of the scene, we were able to take notice of the details and fill in the overlooked information to complete the actions in a natural manner.  We created storyboards showing the interaction of a user with the various functions on the website such as: searching, reading dropdown descriptions, logging in and creating a profile, voting, posting comments, and submitting events, as well as a big picture of situations in which a student would be using our website in their daily lives.  The pictures from the storyboards helped in understanding the aspects of what we needed to redesign and gave a real sense of how the website would be used.

In order to construct a prototype out of our data, we went through a process which included visioning, storyboarding, creating a User Environment Design to get the structure and crafting the User Interface.  

The storyboarding phase began to form a structure for the vision.  As we went through each action the user would be going through on our website with rough sketches of the scene, we were able to take notice of the details and fill in the overlooked information to complete the actions in a natural manner.  We created storyboards showing the interaction of a user with the various functions on the website such as: searching, reading dropdown descriptions, logging in and creating a profile, voting, posting comments, and submitting events, as well as a big picture of situations in which a student would be using our website in their daily lives.  The pictures from the storyboards helped in understanding the aspects of what we needed to redesign and gave a real sense of how the website would be used.

User Environment Design


One clear distinction the book, Contextual Design
, immediately draws is that the User Environment Design (UED) is not the same as designing the interface.  The UED is concerned with the underlying structure and functionality of a website whereas the User Interface (UI) addresses the actual appearance of the website.  The book provides the analogy that building a UED is like building a house.  One does not start designing a house by concerning oneself with the type of carpet to cover the floor or the shade of paint that will go on the walls.  One must first create a floorplan of the various rooms and spaces in the house and how they will interact and fit together.  Likewise, a UED for a website requires a plan of different focus areas.  A focus area is a self-contained area of work in which a specific activity is done.  It only holds one activity but it holds that activity in its entirety.  Referring back to the analogy of the house, a focus area is comparable to a room.  Within a room, one can carry out certain functions.  For example, the bathroom allows for only certain kinds of activities.  One would not be able to, much less desire to, cook dinner there.  And one would not dream of carrying out the activities specifically for the bathroom in another room.


There are seven main focus areas that are crucial to the website.  They are the Voting function, the Dropdown Box, the Search and Advanced Search tools, the Categories, the Calendar, the User Profile page, and the Comment function.  For each of these focus areas, we specified its purpose, its functions, and its links to other focus areas.  

The purpose of the Voting function is to promote an event.  The event with the most votes would appear first on the main page.  Within this focus area, one can click on the “vote” button and the count would automatically be updated.  The Dropdown Box gives a preview of the event description without navigating away from the page.  It displays how many comments and photos are posted as well as how many people are attending the event in order to attract the user.  It also has a link to a more detailed event page.  The Search and Advanced Search make up one focus area that enables the user to quickly find an event.  It is a shortcut through the entire website and narrows entries by choosing from many criteria such as a specific date, category, or tag.  The purpose of Categories is to standardize event descriptions for an easier search.  One can click on a tab and link to subcategories and filtered events.  The Calendar’s purpose is to organize the website by date and to provide a visual conceptualization of time.  One can click on dates, move backward and forward through months, and the calendar highlights the dates of events you are planning on attending.  The User Profile page is for personal use.  It keeps track of the events that you are attending, the events you voted on, and the events that were submitted.  It also displays a user list of all your friends.  Within this focus area, one can change settings, submit events, and befriend other users on the user profile page.  Another main activity is Commenting.  The purpose of this activity is to express personal opinions and to get other users interested in the event.  One can read or add a comment within this focus area.  

There are other secondary focus areas such as the Log-in and Register functions, the Event Page, the Event Submission page, the Create Profile page which were necessary to sketch out in order to support smooth navigation through the website.  With the focus areas of the UED mapped out, one can begin to add the User Interface.

User Interface


For the User Interface (UI) we used the storyboards to sketch out more fully how our site will actually look like. We also used the UED to make sure we covered all our focus areas. The UI brings together the UED and storyboards to make an interface that will become the paper prototype. We looked to other sites like Digg and Facebook , as well as Calendar of Events and the Student Flyers website in sketching the interface layout of things like the mini calendar and the drop down menu for an event. For example, events listed on the main page of the website are listed by popularity, and the actual look of the “# of votes” box and vote button we borrowed from Digg.com.

Suggestions for Design

With the aid of Consolidated Models, the Affinity Diagram, the Storyboards, and the UED, our group was able to come up with many suggestions for a new design.  The manifold problems with the current school websites were a rich source of detailed redesign suggestions.  Where they failed, we could learn from their mistakes.  The websites did not appeal to the users’ interest with their choice of events, they made it difficult to read crucial information and easy to ignore everything else, and they made searching an extremely difficult and frustrating task.  Our group simply took these problems and provided user-driven solutions.   The greatest change that we immediately implemented was to make the website user-centered.  Every aspect of the new design kept the user data in mind.  

Events provided on a website can be made appealing by allowing the users to submit their own events and vote on which ones are the most interesting.  This way, one does not need to worry about keeping events relevant to the user.  The users would judge for themselves.  The digg community functions on the same principle and they have been very successful.  Facebook is another popular website that functions by allowing the user community to submit information.  While interviewing users, the universal delight in the well-chosen colors, salience, and layout of the Studentflyers website was duly noted, strongly suggesting that we take heed.  The equally universal frustration and disgust with the various search engines of school websites was another hint that we needed to put some serious thought into our search tool.  We also knew that we wanted to include a calendar in our website because many of our users liked it.  

Overall, our group had no problem finding appropriate design features for our website.  There was an overwhelming amount of user data that strongly shaped our design almost beyond our control.  With the bountiful richness of user-driven data found in Consolidated Models, the Affinity Diagram, the Visioning, the Storyboards, the User Environment Design, and the User Interface, we simply followed the trail that our users laid out for us.  

Should incorporate UI info here? 
PROTOTYPES

For the actual prototype, we sketched a more formal detailed layout of our site on paper. We referred back to our UI sketches, UED, and storyboards to guide us. We chose to use regular 8.5x11 paper as it was both a convenient size to work with and for users to see all the site’s aspects. A basic template of our main page was made as well as individual pages for when the user would want to click on an event (ex. an Event Page) or look at a user’s profile (ex. a Profile page)
. Overall, we aimed to make the prototype only detailed enough as to make sure the user could know what functions were available for them to use and click on. In addition to our paper prototype, one group member made a digital mock-up (no functionality).

Prototype Interviews

In order to gather contextual data about our prototype design, we conducted prototype interviews. We were able to conduct interviews on 3 users. Similar to the initial contextual interviews, the prototype interviews were done in a quiet room (In Geisel Library) with the user and two main interviewers. We obtained informed consent in the form of consent forms as well as initial demographic data about each user before the official interview. We also obtained consent for audio recording the interview (for Users 1 and 2). Before the interview, each user was given a brief introduction about our project, our focus and about our design prototype. We told them to pretend that the paper prototype is an actual website that they can navigate through, using their hand as a mouse and clicker. In all interviews, both interviewers asked the user questions while one would walk the user through the prototype and manipulate it by changing the pages as the user worked. Other group members that were present during the interviews were observing and taking notes. We generally told the user to freely explore the site or find something that interests them the interviewers would go along with what the user would say and react to. We conducted interpretation sessions after each interview to over significant findings and ideas for changes we could make.


We initially had trouble with the paper prototype as it was causing some problems with our users. We found that actually showing our digital mock-up during the interview and then letting them interact with the paper prototype after actually was more effective, as we feel that they actually got a better understanding of how the website looked and worked. After seeing the digital mock-up, the last two users were able to understand and interact with the paper prototype better.  During our interpretation sessions, we discussed the effect and usefulness of our interviewing technique and applied some changes for the next user. Despite initial troubles with the prototype, we were still able to get feedback from our users. User three was especially enthusiastic, interacted well with the prototype, and gave helpful feedback.

Reiteration

Contextual design requires much iteration to come to a more informed design that fits the user’s needs and data. Due to time constraints, we were able to do only one reiteration of our design. Within the guidelines of the book, we found that three users were sufficient for iteration. Using our interpretation session information, we were able to come up with three major design changes and other smaller changes
. The significant data we decided to focus on were that all users were really interested in knowing who was attending particular events, users were really concerned about privacy, and other smaller issues with how the interface worked. 

The first two changes would be to make a Guest List for each event and to make a Buddy or Friend List for each user. All three of our users were interested in knowing who was going to particular events. The Guest List would be displayed for each event page and list whoever clicked to attend by showing the user avatar (profile picture) and username. User 1 mentioned that she would be more interested in events that her real friends were going to. We decided to make a Buddy/Friend list that would display who you specify as a “friend” in addition to the users you would track. This would be displayed on the User Profile page, next to the events tab. Ideas for this function also came from websites like Facebook and Myspace. This function would make it convenient for users to keep track of the events of those who they personally choose as their friend. Such a function will add a level of trust and community in our site, which relates to our focus. Knowledge of who is going to an event and wanting to know which of you friends are going to an event, echoes the significance of our original user data from the consolidated cultural model.

Another significant issue we found from the interviews was concerning privacy. A problem that definitely stood out was that all users were concerned about “Watch this User” link wording sounding too “stalkerish” or scary. This link appears on the profile page, next to the user’s avatar. Although they were still interested in keeping track of what events users were interested in, they did not want it to seem like they were really stalking somebody. Thus, in our redesign we would change the word ‘Watch’ in the “Watch this User” link to something that sounds better and less stalkerish, like “Befriend.” Other various ideas were to change it to “Add Event Friend” or “Add Event Buddy.” Another change we would make regarding privacy would be to put less personal information on the profile page (for example, we would not reveal a user’s email address), as User 3 had concerns about this. We found that users liked having to choose a username to keep their identity private, but also like to keep track of other users too. A redesign would definitely have to find the right balance to both these privacy issues. 

These changes we make will definitely add to the level of trust and community building our site aims to build through the communication of events.

DISCUSSION

Significant Findings

Throughout the course of this project, we focused on finding out how our users (undergraduate UCSD students) found out about events and how they used the various UCSD event websites as well as other social network and community-based websites to find out about and communicate UCSD related events. We used the process of contextual design, interviewing users and consolidating significant data from these interviews that would guide our design. The most significant discoveries came from our consolidated models and affinity diagram. From our cultural model, we found that that users were interested more knowing who is going to an event (especially which of their friends) that the actual event itself. This fact definitely influenced if they would go to an event or not. It shifts the entire focus off of the events themselves onto the users who submit, attend, and comment on them.  We also found that our users mostly heard about events through Word of Mouth—from their friends or others they knew. Some users would actually go to the various UCSD events sites, but most did not and some did not even know they existed. Our users also found these sites were not so user-friendly or attractive and sometimes had trouble finding events that interested them. Many of our users mentioned that they would like a single site where they could find all events, rather than searching many websites to look for events. 

Design Recommendations

We came up with many ideas and received many suggestions for design from our user data and our prototype interviews.  The greatest focus that became instantly clear to us was the need for user-centered website.  The greatest problem with the websites is that they clashed with the user on all levels possible.  It did not appeal to their interests, it did not catch their eye or attention, and made simple tasks such as searching extremely difficult and frustrating, further discouraging students from using these websites. Thus, are re-design focused on making a single website that incorporated the good elements of the UCSD event sites (Calendar of Events and StudentFlyers especially) This important elements of our site would be the good search and advanced search features, the mini calendar that would help keep track of events visually and provide filtering of events by date, the ability add/comment about events and to keep track of other users' events through the login and username/profile system, and a filtering of events by popularity through a Digg.com inspired voting system. Such a website would aid in the community forming around communication of events that actually matter to UCSD community, especially undergraduate students. From our reiteration we would add further a guest list, a buddy/friend list, and change “watch” to “befriend” on the “watch this user” link to add a level a level of trust and community building to our site. Overall, our users liked the idea of our website.

Future Directions
We feel that our project and our findings would definitely aid in solving some of the issues of communication of UCSD related events among the UCSD community, especially undergraduates. Continuation of our project would be to conduct more iterations of design. From our prototype interviews, we found that our users were genuinely interested in such a website becoming real.  We found that our digital mock-up helped them visualize what we had in mind. They enjoyed the ideas, and they were eager to find out about events. In the beginning of our project, we tried to contact the webmasters of the various UCSD event websites more than once in order to find our more about the websites and data about their use. Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, as they did not respond back. We learned that the University Communications Office deals with the UCSD websites and that they would be a good contact for future directions of our project. We also recently found out that some of these sites are being re-designed in regards to the Undergraduate Student Experience and Satisfaction Survey that was conducted at UCSD. Continuation of our project would definitely be enriched with the kind of user data the University Communications Office can provide us as well as help with the actual implementation of such a website. We feel our findings and future direction of this project would definitely aid the University Communications Office in their own re-design process.

Appendix

Event site:

Example Questions

Tritonlink:

1. What catches your eye? What do you just scan over?

2. What makes you want to click on it?

3. What do you look for?

4. What hinders your search?  What frustrates you?

5. Are there categories that you think should be together?  Separated?

6. What is your strategy in looking through a web page?

7. Do the titles confuse you as to its function and contents? Where is it

ambiguous?

8. What do you think about the links and navigation?

9. When you click a link, how does the webpage stray from the expectations

you had?  What did you expect?

10. Do the multiple windows popping up get annoying?

Box Office:

1. Do you think appealing design is important?

2. What functionality do you like?  What would you want?  Tabs? Links on

the side?

3. Would you use this website again?

ArtPwr:

1. How do you know what the tabs on top mean?  What function do they have?

2. What is difficult to understand?

3. Do you like color, picture, words, graphics?

4. What information are you looking for?

5. Is it provided readily?  Or do you have to spend forever searching?

6. Is it easy to read?  Is it easy to navigate?  Does it feel natural?
Figure 1:  Consolidated Flow Model  (flow through events website)
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Figure 2:  Consolidated Flow Model  (user-friend, user-facebook flow)





Figure 3:  Consolidated Cultural Model





Figure 4:  Consolidated Sequence Model








( For an extensive list of example questions see appendix.
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