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Introduction
This Idea Market session focused on how to define, categorize, and prioritize usability problems.  Key questions that we discussed included:
1. How do you define a usability problem? 

2. How do we categorize usability problems?

3. What factors affect judgments of the severity of problems?

4. How do you get convergence on judgments of the severity of usability problems?

5. How are usability problems treated in formal bug/problem tracking systems at different companies?

The remainder of this document discusses ideas that emerged from the participants in UPA 2003 Idea Market.

What is a Usability Problem?

The definition of “usability problem” is elusive.  Nearly every participant in this session had a different definition of what constitutes a usability problem.  Most participants noted that usability problems came from multiple sources, not just from usability testing (although testing often carried more weight than other methods). Other sources of problems included tech support feedback, inspections, QA input, paper prototyping, and one’s own use of early versions of the product. There was general agreement that a good definition of the various levels of usability problems was important.  Some participants had formal definitions of different levels of problems while others had no formal definition.  Several participants noted that they tried to follow the ISO 9241 standard, but that it was not quite sufficient (it deals with effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction). One major discussion was whether usability practitioners should focus on issues beyond traditional usability problems and be responsible for any issue that affects the user experience including advertising, branding, packaging, marketing messages, reliability, and functionality.  Some felt this broad approach had too many political and practical drawbacks while others saw it as the “wave of the future” for usability practitioners. 
There was some debate about whether functionality (often called usefulness in the literature) should be a concern of usability practitioners. About half of the participants did not have much input into product requirements or functional specifications.

While the focus of this session was on problems, several participants brought up the need to track usability successes and aspects of the product that produced a good experience.  One participant noted that he tracked examples of good usability and reported that to his team as well as the problems.  There was general agreement that we need to be careful about being too negative and need to highlight positive aspects of products as well as what causes a poor user experience.  One problem with trying to highlight positive aspects of a product is that good usability is transparent so people may not spontaneously verbalize their delight at products that work well.
Some participants noted that they sometimes had difficulty separating system problems from usability problems.  For example, a poorly designed database might cause performance problems which affect the user experience. Do you define this as a usability problem or system problem (which might get a higher priority than a system problem)?
One idea that emerged was to define problems in terms of their impact on business goals. The table below illustrates that idea.

	Usability Problem
	Business Goal Affected by Problem
	Recommendation

	Problem 1
	User satisfaction
	

	Problem 2
	Reduce support calls on feature X
	

	Problem 3
	Increase percentage of users who spend over $200 a month
	


If a usability problem could be connected directly to a business goal that would help insure that it was considered important enough to fix before shipping. One of the difficulties that came up was that business goals are somewhat hard to obtain. Usability practitioners should try hard to link business goals to usability problems which might mean getting hold of early product definition documentation where goals are discussed.
How Should We Categorize and Rate the Severity of Usability Problems?

There were a variety of methods discussed for categorizing and prioritizing usability problems. Some participants had simple schemes like:

· Good

· Bad

· Catastrophic
and

· Irritating (there is a workaround)

· Hostile (no good workaround)

· Showstopper (if this isn’t fixed, it will severely affect users and sales)

Others in the session categorized usability problems in different ways:

· Against requirements (this assumes that there are clear requirements) 
· Where the product is in the cycle

· By user group or task 
· Whether the problem was from an internal (QA) or external (customer or user) source

· Where the problem was located (home page versus buried deeply in a tech document)

· And whether the problem involved interaction versus appearance

A majority of the participants in this session noted that they seldom entered problems into the formal corporate tracking systems and a few even noted that they were not allowed to enter bugs into the corporate system (they might ask a friendly developer to enter something that they felt strongly about). For those who were able to enter bugs into a formal tracking system, we discussed how it is important to follow the rules set by QA and tech support (for example, enter each problem as a separate bug; do not enter a complete usability report). 
Questions that participants would consider when rating the severity of usability problems included:

· Does it affect a major business goal?

· How many people had the problem in a test?

· How many people would you predict would have the problem?

· What are the consequences of the problem?

· Is there a workaround to the problem?

· How obvious is the problem?

· Will the problem embarrass the company?

· Will the problem cause loss of data or physical harm?

· Will the problem impact early adopters who are often key reference accounts?
· Do the programmers want to fix the problem?

· Are there any legal issues with a problem (this came up with regard to accessibility, copyright, and patents)?

Several attendees noted that they might change how they prioritize problems late in the development cycle so they don’t alienate management or developers who are under pressure. Problems that could not be dealt with late in the cycle would be raised in severity/priority for the next update or version of the product. 
Since the decisions on what usability problems to fix are often not in the hands of usability practitioners, it is important to be able to support why a problem should be fixed and to have the respect of the entire product team. One method mentioned by several participants for getting development teams to address usability problems was to provide a good rationale about why something was a problem and also provide several ideas on how to solve that problem.  One excellent idea that emerged was to create several rough solutions to usability problems rather than a single formal solution which might be seen as usurping the “real designer”.  Further, working on several solutions might yield emergent ideas better than any single solution.  

The availability of a style guide was mentioned as quite helpful for addressing common inconsistencies as was research supporting particular problems (for example research showing that long blocks of instructional text are not effective could be useful in convincing developers to cut back on instructional text).  Being a member of a product team and understanding the limitations of the code (even if you aren’t a programmer) can bring respect and make it easier to get fixes for severe usability problems.  The importance of connections with QA and Tech Support came up several times.  QA managers can be strong support for usability practitioners and are well worth cultivating as colleagues.
One important idea emerged about grouping lower level problems into higher level problems. For example, you might have a number of places where the user isn’t sure whether data are being saved (when going through a Web form for example).  This “save” issue could come up several times at different places in a Web site and might receive a moderate severity rating and get a medium priority in the fix list.  However, if you aggregate a large set of similar “save” problems, you might recode that set into a much larger architectural issue (many users lose data in many places which turns them off on the product).  One suggestion was to consider examining usability problems and look for a group of related problems that roll-up into a higher-level problem that may get more attention.  
How Do You Get Convergence in Ratings of Usability Problems?
One of the last topics that we had a chance to discuss was the frequent lack of agreement between different members of product and usability teams on their ratings of the seriousness or severity of usability problems.  One participant noted that he had seen examples where one person rated a particular aspect of a product as a “very usable feature” while another person on the team felt that it was a serious usability problem, an extreme example of the lack of agreement on problem severity.  Several solutions were suggested for obtaining convergence on ratings of usability problem severity:

1. Generate a formal document that explains and gives examples of usability problems of different severities. This document should define each level of usability severity (I mentioned this during the Idea Market and have attached an example of a document that defines different severity levels for usability problems. A few participants had done something like this, but most had nothing formal that was a corporate standard).  

2. Provide training on how to rate the severity of usability problems. This training should begin with the usability team, but also be given to QA and tech support who are likely to enter usability bugs.

3. Have someone from the usability team attend formal “bug” meetings with other members of the product team and explain why a usability bug was given a particular severity rating.

4. Understand the contextual factors that affect ratings of severity and make them explicit.  For example, a misspelling on the home page of a corporate site might be a showstopper because it is a serious embarrassment to the company.  The same misspelling on a document embedded several layers deep may be rated as a medium usability problem because it will cause much less embarrassment.

5. Be patient, reasonable convergence on severity ratings for usability problems may take a number of months.

6. An inter-rater reliability of 70-80% would be quite good. 

7. Usability practitioners should not consider every bug a showstopper.  Showstoppers should be relatively rare. 

8. Usability practitioners should understand how usability bugs fit into the larger category of all bugs.

Rough Example of a Formal Definition of Usability Severity Codes
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	Severity Code
	Description

	1 – Severe

(1=Showstopper)
	An emergency condition that causes the customer’s system to fail or causes customer data to be lost or destroyed. A showstopper usability bug can also be one that is likely to cause frequent data integrity errors. There is no workaround to these problems. A key feature needed by many customers is not in the system.

EXAMPLES:

· An obvious competitive feature is missing, or the customer expects something reasonable, but the feature isn’t there.

· Critical data is lost often because users are expected to “know” to save their data or do something that is complex to preserve the data. For example, if the application allows users to exit without prompting them to save their changes or asking if they want to save a session.

· The usability problem is likely to result in an error that will cost the customer a large amount of wasted time or money (for example, a problem that would delay the recovery of a transaction database).

· The usability problem is likely to lead to a significant safety or health risk.

· Legal issues like missing copyright notices or improper use of another company’s trademarks.

	2 – High
	A serious condition that impairs the operation, or continued operation, of one or more product functions and cannot be easily circumvented or avoided. The software does not prevent the user from making a serious mistake. The usability problem is frequent, persistent, and affects many users. There is a serious violation of standards.

EXAMPLES:

· There is no keyboard access method for a feature.

· The way to work around the problem is very hard to explain or hard to remember. The problem is likely to result in many support calls.

· Missing or undocumented parameters, menu commands, or other important information in the interface or documentation.

· Serious violations of corporate user interface design standards.

· Offensive, inappropriate, or non-standard icons for standard functions.

· Missing feedback for critical operations.

	3 – Medium
	A non-critical, limited problem (no data lost or system failure). It does not hinder operation and can be temporarily circumvented or avoided. The problem causes users moderate confusion or irritation.

EXAMPLES:

· Keyboard access is possible, but not easy. Tab order does not follow the user interface guidelines.

· A common menu item or toolbar button does not do what is normally expected.

· Incorrect or no error messages (this could be a High or even a Showstopper in some cases if a bad error message results in lost data).
· Incorrect data are generated (this could be a high or a showstopper bug if it causes the user to make a bad decision that has significant implications for the user or company).

· Noticeable performance inefficiencies (this can be a high if the performance is bad enough).

· Use of the wrong control in the interface (the wrong control causes some moderate performance degradation.

· Missing or incorrect titles or units.

· Unneeded clutter that does not have a major impact on user performance.

	4 – Low
	Non-critical problems or general questions about the product. There are minor inconsistencies that cause a slight hesitation or small aesthetic issues like labels and fields that are not aligned properly.

EXAMPLES

· Typos (this could be a higher priority if they are in key places like menus or splash screens).

· A menu item does not use the recommended access character.

· Small cosmetic problems.  (NOTE: many small problems may be grouped into a more severe problem). 
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