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report summary 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Established in 1869, the Vancouver Public Library (“VPL“) has since grown into 21 branches across the 

city of Vancouver, British Columbia. Aiming to be “a free place for everyone to discover, create, and 

share ideas and information,“ VPL offers public access to extensive item collections, community-

centric events and other facilities. 

VPL’s catalogue provides over 2.4 million items of both physical and digital content, making it the third-

largest public library system in Canada. In 2018, VPL saw 9.5 million items borrowed among over 

270,000 active cardholders. As Canada’s most-visited major urban library per capita, VPL welcomed 

almost 6.5 million physical visitors last year. 

Promoting different forms of literacy (e.g. digital, cultural, etc.), VPL also hosts events and programs 

aimed at various age groups (i.e., adults, teens, and children). In 2018, VPL hosted almost 9,000 

programs with a total attendance of over 245,000. 

Finally, VPL offers printing, copying and scanning services, as well as the rental of computer 

workstations, media equipment and conference rooms. 

(SOURCE: Vancouver Public Library 2018 Annual Report) 

  

https://www.vpl.ca/sites/vpl/public/VPL%20Annual%20Report%202018.pdf
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CLIENT GOALS 

The VPL website (“vpl.ca“) was created to raise user awareness on, increase public use of, and promote 

support for, VPL and its associated services and facilities. 

raise user awareness |  The VPL website is the primary digital portal through which users can 

obtain information about the library and its facilities, including information on membership, item 

catalogue, events, facilities, contact details and hours of operation. 

increase public use | Cardholders may log-in to access library services including borrowing from 

the digital library, ordering item holds, managing orders and overdue fees, and booking facilities. Users 

visiting the website from a VPL Central computer may also use a chat feature to contact a 

representative. 

promote support | Finally, the website allows all users to make a one-time or recurring monetary 

donation in support of the library. 

 

 

  

https://www.vpl.ca/
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REPORT GOALS 

Conducted last Wednesday, 30 October 2019, the usability testing was a real-time study where 

representative users interacted with VPL’s website through a variety of tasks. Its primary goals were:  

 

 

 

  

To perform a user-centred, goal-oriented evaluation of the 

website’s effectiveness at achieving its objectives. 

To quantitatively and qualitatively measure website 

functionality, particularly in terms of search and  navigation 

To identify design and interface weaknesses contributing to 

user pain points and potential service barriers 

To apply user feedback in recommendations for design 

revisions 
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target audience 

 

USER TYPES 

The website is aimed at members of the Vancouver community, including: 

 

 

PERSONAS 

Two user personas were written to represent age groups that were found to be the most active 

members based on data from VPL’s 2018 Annual Statistics Report, namely: 

• 30-39 year-olds, who make up the largest group of active borrowers (17%)  

• Children under 10 who tended to borrow more per capita out of all the age groups. Children 

also made up 80% of total program attendance. 

NEWCOMERS searching for information on their local library. 

STUDENTS researching a topic or looking for study spaces. 

PARENTS browsing books or events for their young children. 

HOBBYISTS looking for items and events related to their hobby. 

CONTENT-CREATORS renting equipment and other facilities. 

ORGANIZATIONS leasing conference rooms and other meeting 

SUPPORTERS offering financial or catalogue-related donations. 

EDUCATORS requiring facilities and resources for teaching. 
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methodology 

OVERVIEW 

Five representative users participated in the usability test which took place on 30 October 2019 at 

BCIT Downtown Campus. Instructed by a moderator, each participant used a desktop computer to 

answer questions and complete tasks. Their responses were observed and recorded by designated 

note-takers. The results were used to gather average times taken to complete a task and identify pain 

points in interacting with the website.  

PROCESS 

INTRODUCTION | Participants were greeted by a designated moderator, who explained the primary 

objectives of the study, and described what participants may expect during the session. Furthermore, 

participants were encouraged to think out loud and ask questions if needed. They were reassured that 

they may withdraw from the test at any time, and that their responses will remain anonymous. 

DATA COLLECTION | Participants were asked to complete questionnaires, and to perform different sets 

of tasks. These include the: 

1. Pre-test questionnaire (Google Forms) which was used to record demographic 

information about the participant. 

2. Preference Test (Usability Hub) where users were presented with screen captures of 

the home pages of different public library websites. Users were then asked to choose 

which home page they find most aesthetically pleasing. 

3. First Click Test (Usability Hub) where, given a specific task, users were instructed to 

click on a screen capture of the website home page. 

4. 5-Second Test (Usability Hub) where users were asked a question after a 5-second 

preview of the website’s home page. 
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5. Series of Tasks (Website) where users were presented with scenarios, and asked to 

find certain information on the website. Participants were encouraged to use the “think 

aloud” method, expressing their expectations, surprises, and general thoughts while 

performing each task. 

6. Post-test questionnaire (Google Forms) where users were surveyed about their overall 

opinion of the client website. 

A copy of the tasks and questionnaires is available in the Appendix. 

DEBRIEFING | The users were thanked for their participation. The moderator also clarified any other 

questions participants had regarding the study. 

DATA ANALYSIS & SYNTHESIS | The data collected from the tests were analyzed and used to develop 

recommendations for design revisions. All findings were compiled into a report. 
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results and analysis 

PRE-TEST 

 

 

 

 

GENDER

Male Female

TIME SPENT ONLINE

2-4 Hours > 4 Hours

CHANNELS FOR SERVICES

Online Phone

TECH SAVVY-NESS

Early Adopter Early Majority

READING MEDIUM

Screen Traditional

CHANNELS FOR RESEARCH

Online Others

OCCUPATION

Student Dispatcher Photographer
0 1 2 3 4 5

Computer or Laptop

Mobile Device or Tablet

Internet Connection

Printer

Scanner

Photocopier

ACCESS AT HOME
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USABILITY HUB TESTS 

preference test | Of 5 total responses, 2 (40%) preferred the British Library home page, another 2 

(40%) preferred the New York Public Library home page, and 1 (20%) preferred the Houston library. 

Judging by the word cloud, colour scheme and design simplicity appeared to be big factors in user 

preference 

 

five second test | 4 (80%) out of 5 users found the banner image – showing the portrait of an 

elderly man – to be the most attention-grabbing section of the website. 1 user found that the 

navigation menu grabbed their attention the most. 
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first click test | A heat map of the first click test is shown below. Most of the clicks were 

concentrated on the navigation bar. 
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TASK ANALYSIS 

task one | This task is relatively more difficult than the others. Two participants misunderstood 

digitizing service as scanning service, and one finds the term "Inspiration Lab" confusing. Since the 

default search type in search bar is "catalog", all participants failed to find the targeted web page by 

inputting the phrase "borrowing musical instruments" in search bar.   

 
 

task two | This task is easy for all participants. Four participants found their answers directly via 

keyword search and navigation bar, and one went to a wrong page (i.e. "Record" page under 

"Inspiration Lab"). However this participant was easily led back to the right page because he found a 

side box on "Record" page that says "Borrow a Musical Instrument". 

 
TASK COMPLETED TIME 

Participant 1  1 min 1 sec 

Participant 2  1 min 43 sec 

Participant 3  1 min 23 sec 

Participant 4  2 min 2 sec 

Participant 5  50 sec 

 

  

 
TASK COMPLETED TIME 

Participant 1  3 min 45 sec 

Participant 2  1 min 25 sec 

Participant 3  2 min 35 sec 

Participant 4  2 min 30 sec 

Participant 5  1 min 57 sec 
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task three | This task is easy for most participants. Except for the first participant who probably 

misunderstood the task, the others found the event details easily via “Event search”, the “Programs & 

Events” tab, and through the “Kids” page. 

 
TASK COMPLETED TIME 

Participant 1  3 min 

Participant 2  44 sec 

Participant 3  1 min 

Participant 4  1 min 7 sec 

Participant 5  27 sec 

 

task four | This task is easy for all participants. Although they all missed out on the “Digital Library” 

tab, they still managed to find their answers easily via keyword search. Four used the search engine on 

the homepage, and one searched via “Explore the catalog” from “Borrowing” tab. One participant 

mentioned that he was unsure why an already-listed e-book could show “unavailable”. 

 
TASK COMPLETED TIME 

Participant 1  34 sec 

Participant 2  39 sec 

Participant 3  57 sec 

Participant 4  58 sec 

Participant 5  56 sec 

 

  



USABILITY TESTING | Vancouver Public Library 16 

 

POST-TEST RESULTS 

 

navigation | On a scale from 1-10 – 1 being not confusing at all, and 10 being very confusing – site 

navigation was rated 7.4 on average. 

 

visual appeal | On a scale from 1-10 – 1 being not appealing at all, and 10 being very appealing – 

the website’s visual appeal was rated 7.2 on average. 
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heuristics evaluation 

 

 
 

SUMMARY 

Under heuristic review, the website obtains an overall score of 74% and a standard deviation of 0.12. 

The website’s strongest features appear to be its Search function (88%), followed closely by Forms & 

Data Entry (87%). Critical points for improvement (<60%) include the Home Page (55%) and Navigation 

& IA (59%). 

A full copy of the heuristic review can be found here.  

55%

60%

59%

87%

81%

70%

85%

88%

82%

74%

Home Page

Task Orientation

Navigation & IA

Forms & Data Entry

Trust & Credibility

Writing & Content Quality

Page Layout & Visual Design

Search

Help, Feedback & Error Tolerance

Overall

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1huN0NWtayNqYLtkJYKMOhfufj2E3cR2A2UhBlZyrsZg/edit#gid=247669058
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recommendations 

DEFAULT SEARCH OPTION 

Participants who used the search bar initially failed to find certain information because, by default, only 

matches within the catalogue – as opposed to events or the entire website – were shown. We 

recommend making all three search options more evident by displaying them with radio buttons 

instead of hiding the other options under a drop-down menu. 

FACETED SEARCHING 

Non-catalogue pages with multiple items for rent (e.g. musical instruments) can only be searched 

manually (i.e., scrolling down the page), making it more likely for the user to miss certain items. We 

recommend introducing a sort and filter functionality to such pages. 

STREAMLINED NAVIGATION BAR 

Most participants had difficulty using the navigation bar to complete tasks, finding its tabs unorganized 

with link names that appeared ambiguous or otherwise irrelevant. This was particularly evident in 

Booking & Facilities tab, as shown below: 

 

The first subsection, “BOOK A COMPUTER“ contains an unnecessary description, taking up space that 

could otherwise be allotted to other helpful links. “CENTRAL LIBRARY EXPANSION,“ may be more 
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appropriate in a different tab, such as one concerned with library news and updates. Lastly, Inspiration 

Lab under “SPACE FOR PUBLIC USE“ provides no information about what it can be used for. 

We recommend redesigning the contents of the Booking & Facilities tab, namely by: 

• Renaming the Booking & Facilities tab to Facilities & Services. 

• Re-organizing its subsections to better reflect the tab title. 

o “BOOK A COMPUTER“ will be placed as a link under a new subsection, “EQUIPMENT FOR 

USE“. This new subsection will include technology-related services found within the 

Inspiration Lab page.  

o “CENTRAL LIBRARY EXPANSION“ will be replaced by “COOL THINGS WE LEND,“ which 

was previously a subsection under the Borrowing tab. 

o “SPACES FOR PUBLIC USE“ will remain its own subsection. However, it will list general 

categories instead of specific place names (i.e., “Conference Centre“ instead of “Library 

Square Conference Centre“) 
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  appendix 

i. PRE-TEST QUESTIONNAIRE 
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ii. PREFERENCE TEST 
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iii. TASKS 

task one | You are retired and a hobbyist photographer. Recently, you have been wanting to digitize 

your photos collected for many years. You have asked for some price quotes from shops but they are 

well over your budget. You can do this yourself at VPL.  

Where would you go to complete this? 

task two | How many types of musical instruments can you borrow from VPL? 

For example, how many acoustic bass guitars are available? 

task three | One of the other mothers at your child’s daycare centre mentioned VPL runs a Lego 

Block Party. When is the next one? 

 At which branch? 

task four | You’re looking for a book called “The Forty Rules of Love” by Elif Shafak. You prefer to read 

on your tablet. Is there a digital copy for you to use?  

iv. POST-TEST QUESTIONNAIRE 

Q01 Do you find the wording or navigation confusing? 

Q02 Do you think this website is visually appealing? 

Q03 What would you change on the website to improve its usability? 

Q04 Would you use this website again? 
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