The following sections are just extracts from two original documents. The below is neither whole nor are the sections continuous. Its purpose is to simply give a sample of the writing and content style to the reader.

Site: Benefits On Line Sponsor 

Purpose

The purpose of the sponsor site is to give clients (employer companies) a convenient and user-friendly access to information that Merrill Lynch holds about their 401K plans and how their employees are using the plan and its various features. Another goal of the web site is to encourage clients to become Merrill Lynch clients by providing them with features that would encourage them to use other Merrill Lynch services.

Introduction

This benefits on line sponsor site is used by people in the client company’s benefits office to obtain benefits related information on employees of that firm. For example, Borders would have access to Borders’ employee accounts. Borders may want to find out what percentage of its employees is enrolled in the 401K plan. Merrill Lynch does the record keeping for the 401K plan and houses a lot of information about a particular company’s employees use of the plan and its different features. Currently, the site is inquiry only and not transactional. 

User Profile 

The user will have a wide range of expertise levels, from savvy to first-time computer user.  The site design must be very easy to navigate and a user must be aware of his/her location at all times.

Overall

The new Merrill Lynch sponsor site has a design with much potential for improvement. There are many issues to be addressed in order to make it more usable and provide value-add. There are many inconsistencies in navigation, layout, use of command buttons and menus, prioritizing of information etc. The current site supports one navigation menu. I am recommending two separate menu structures – one a topic/specific screen related one positioned on the left and another more general one positioned on top. The general one will have its element in the same order and position in whichever screen it appears, thereby making it easier for the user. One screen has been completely redesigned because it is very confusing in its current form. With the implementation of these recommendations, this site is certain to prove to be very useful and usable by the user.

How to Read This Review

A usability review is focused on the features of the web site that need improvement.  For that reason, this review is focused on the negative aspects of the site. The good features, such as the attractive design and graphics, and well-written text are not discussed in this review; but they should be complimented. Navigation is the weakest point of this site and more navigational aids are needed to let the user know where he/she is in the site and to allow him or her to move around more in the site.

Usability issues are addressed screen by screen. General issues and Navigation issues are discussed. Each issue is described and is followed by a recommendation.  Then the issue is assigned an importance level (high, moderate, low). General issues also cover some topic-specific issues within that screen.

For the purpose of making it easier on the reader, the screens are addressed by a name and for each screen its access mechanism is outlined so that the user can navigate easily to that page and identify it if needed while reading the review. Refer to the diagram below for an illustration. The words ‘page’ and ‘screen’ are used interchangeably in this document. The final section summarized the recommendations.

The following is the new names of pages (for identification purposes only) with some of their access details:
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The Administrative Login Page 

How do I get here? This is the first screen. It comes up with the address http://www.benefits.ml.com/admin
General Issues

Issue:  Instructions to user

Both the USERNAME and PASSWORD are case-sensitive. 

Recommendation: (1) It would be preferable to not have the entries case-sensitive. (2) If the entries have to be case-sensitive, then there should be an indication of this given to the user so that they do not get to the error screen (next issue). This instruction can be given in the lines the user reads before making an entry – “Enter your Username and Password to logon to your Administrative account. Use lower case only”. Currently, in the lines before entering username and password, the user is also told to use the “sign on” button to begin. It does not seem necessary to state this since it is obvious. 

Importance: High

Issue:  Buttons

Position and case of the command buttons, ‘sign on’ and ‘clear’.

Recommendations: (1) The position of the ‘sign on’ and ‘clear’ buttons should be below password and not to the right of it. (2) The first letter of every word in the labels of the command buttons should be upper case, as in ‘Sign On’ and ‘Clear’.

Importance: Moderate

Issue:  Error Validating Input

If a user inputs his/her USERNAME and/or PASSWORD incorrectly, he/she is brought to a screen with the message Error Validating User Input.  

Recommendations: (1) On this screen, specify what kind of error(s) the user may have committed. (2)User should be able to click a button on that screen that enables him/her to go back to the login screen. 

Importance:
High

Issue: Layout 

(1) While it is important to point out to the user the behavior with Netscape navigator’s versions, the space these paragraphs are currently using is not appropriate because it causes scrolling for the user every time in order to get to the username and password entries. This is true even when the screen is maximized. (2) The word ‘Administrative’ Login’ is cutoff at the bottom. I am using Internet Explorer and have not viewed this under Netscape Navigator to see if the same problem exists there. (3) Too much white space on the right.

Recommendations: The screen can be better optimized as follows - Just below the words Administrative Login, should the instruction to the user and entries to user name and password be present. The paragraphs about Netscape browser behavior should be moved to the right hand side of the screen clearly separated from the other contents with space and/or a vertical line. 

Importance: Moderate

NEXT DOCUMENT

Table of Contents

41
Introduction

1.1
User Profile
4
1.2
Overall
4
1.3
How to Read This Review
4
2
General Feedback and Comments
5
2.1
Issue — Use of Frames (High)
5
2.2
Size of Graphic (Medium)
5
2.3
Navigation and Location Feedback
5
2.3.1
Issue — “Top” Menu (High)
5
2.3.2
Issue — You Are Here (Medium)
5
2.3.3
Issue — Site Map (Medium)
5
2.3.4
Issue — Feedback on Menu (Medium)
5
2.4
Issue — Consistency (High)
5
2.5
Issue — Font Case (Low)
6
2.6
Issue — Lack of a Menu (Medium)
6
2.7
Issue — Left-side Menu (High)
6
2.8
Issue –Inconsistent Use of Color (High)
7
2.9
IE versus Netscape
7
3
The Administrative Login Page
8
3.1
Auto-centering (High)
8
3.2
Issue — Instructions to the User (High)
8
3.3
Issue — Log in Layout (Medium)
8
3.4
Issue — Error Validating Input (High)
8
3.5
Issue — Cookie Warning (Medium)
8
4
Plan Selection Page
10
4.1
Issue — Separating the Navigational and Content Areas (Low)
10
4.2
Issue — Textbox and Combobox Confusing (High)
10
4.3
Issue — The Communications Link Menu (High)
10
4.4
Issue — Sign Off (High)
11
4.5
Issue — Highlighting Navigational Items (Medium)
11
4.6
The Market Data Quotes Page
11
4.6.1
Issue — Font Type (Low)
12
4.6.2
Issue — Labeling and User Instructions (Medium)
12
4.6.3
Issue — Inconsistency in Header Terminology (Medium)
12
4.6.4
Issue — Inconsistency in Labeling  (High)
12
4.6.5
Issue — Getting to Plan Selection (High)
12
4.7
The Market Data Charts Page
13
4.7.1
Issue — Instructions to User (High)
13
4.8
The Market Data Indices Page
13
4.8.1
Issue — Table Format  (Low)
14
5
The Plan Pages
15
5.1
Issue — Viewing Navigational Area (Low)
15
5.2
The Participant Level Information Page
15
5.2.1
Issue — SSN/Account Number (High)
15
5.2.2
Issue — Inconsistent Layout (High)
15
5.2.3
Issue — Inconsistent Choices (Medium)
16
5.2.4
Issue –Text is cut-off in some windows (High)
16
5.2.5
Issue –Use of Radio buttons to move to different links (High)
17
5.2.6
Issue –Investment Choices Provides a Frame Menu structure (High)
18
5.2.7
Issue –Address Page appears unnecessary and redundant (Medium)
19
5.2.8
Issue –Ordering of menu items appears random (Medium)
19
5.2.9
Issue –Need more information about these terms (Medium)
19
5.3
Calculators
19
5.3.1
Issue — Naming Consistency (Low)
19
5.3.2
Issue — Calculator Functioning (Medium)
19
5.3.3
Issue — Calculator Layout (Medium)
20
5.3.4
Issue — Calculator’s Sub-menu (Medium)
20
5.3.5
Issue — Text box instructions at bottom are not readily visible to users. (Low)
20
5.3.6
Issue — Consider using Clear instead of Restart. (Low)
20
5.4
The Plan Sponsor Communications Page
20
5.4.1
Issue — Provide More Information (Medium)
20
5.5
The Initial Plan Page Announcements (Medium)
21
5.6
The Plan Balance Page
21
5.6.1
Issue — Consistency in Naming (Low)
21
5.6.2
Issue — Viewing the Plan Information Menu (Low)
21
5.6.3
Size of Frame (Medium)
22
5.6.4
Combobox (Low)
22
6
Conclusions
23


Navigation and Location Feedback

Issue — “Top” Menu (High)

None of the pages in the Sponsor site have a top-of-page menu.  These menus are beneficial in allowing the user to navigate to often used pages in the site (e.g., Plan Selection, Participant Info, Help, and Sign Off).

Issue — You Are Here (Medium)

Many times the user is not sure of his or her current position in the site.  This is somewhat due to the lack of feedback in the current menu system.  A “you are here” field gives a road map hierarchy as to the user’s location (e.g., Participant Information -> Calculators -> Mortgage).

Issue — Site Map (Medium)

Often times, larger sites rely on a site map to help orient the user.  A site map is a flowchart that shows the relative relationships between the major functional areas of the site.  See the 401K review for an example of a site map.

Issue — Feedback on Menu (Medium)

This issue refers to showing the user feedback on the left-side menu regarding their current location in the site.  For example, if the Plan Selection link was clicked, the Plan Selection link in the menu would show that it is the current page.  Optional feedback mechanisms include changing the font color or style, adding an arrow that points to it, or making graphics for each link that change when clicked.

Issue — Consistency (High)

Probably the most significant usability issue is the consistency of the site.  Specifically, many of the pages have a different layouts and functionality.  For example, one page may have a left-side menu and another will not, or what is implied in a link on one page will go to something completely unexpected.
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Mortgage Calculator

Lenders generally assume that youll be spending 28% of your total pretax
incormne on monthly mortgage payments and another 7-10% on property taxes,
insurance and other obligations related to your hore.

Enter the amount, interest rate, and the term of your loan to calculate your
monthly mortgage payment

Note: after entering the numbers,you must pressthe TAB key.

Hiting the ENTER key willnot egiserthe numbert

Mortgage (§10000 - $500000)

—
Interest (1.000% - 20.000%)
—

Term (in Years, 1 - 30 years)

© Monthly

Payment Frequency: @ Bweekt
® Bi-Weekly

Enter

[Enter the amount of the mortgage:
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Typical page
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There are no announcements at this time.
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A typical page.  Note that menus are pull-down from top instead of left side.

Issue — The Communications Link Menu (High)

The only choice under the pull down menu for Communications is Plan Sponsor Communications.  There is no need for a pull down menu if there is only one choice.  As mentioned earlier, consider changing the graphic used to show which nodes of a tree menu are expandable.  The current orange arrow implies that that link is the current page.  A box with a plus in it has the connotation of an expandable link (e.g., like in Windows Explorer).
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Enter the Plan Number you wish to access.

s Enginerting 401 (k) Proceed | Clear

or Select the Plan you wish to access

300501 - Jacobs Enginerting 401(K)
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Issue — Sign Off (High)

On my first attempt at clicking this link I received “A trappable error occurred in an external object script” message.  Subsequent attempts seemed to work fine.

Issue — Highlighting Navigational Items (Medium)

From the first Administrative Login screen the Plan Selection screen appears.  There is no feedback that Plan Selection is being viewed.  See the previous discussion about this issue (Section 0).

The Market Data Quotes Page

The following sub-sections refer to issues on the Market Data Quotes page.

Menus





Pull-down combo boxes instead





Only link (selection)








