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The goal of this discussion was to collect a list of alternative data sources for usability evaluation.  Once a potential data source was proposed, this idea was followed up by questions about the strengths and weaknesses of this type of data, and where one might obtain such data.

“Alternative” data was defined as data coming from sources other than conventional usability methodologies such as lab or field testing, heuristic evaluations, and surveys.  Early on in the discussion the label “alternative” was questioned by several participants.  They thought that “complementary” was a better name because none of the sources we were listing should be considered a replacement for traditional usability data.  The name “non-traditional” was also suggested.

What follows is a list of the data sources proposed during the session.  The strengths and weaknesses of each source were not always discussed, but are included if they were.

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Usage data from server logs
	

	· Web and file server log files contain information about the requests made to the servers and reflect user behavior.

· They have the advantage of being “real” data as the server requests from live Web sites can be obtained, it is an objective measure, and does not rely on self-report.

· Server logs are accurate and do not rely on the observer to correctly note them, and provide information about Web navigation, a critical aspect of Web sites.

· If there is a search function on the site, the terms input to the search can be used to evaluate what users are having difficulty finding and what terminology the users are employing.
	Weaknesses of server log data are that they are difficult to interpret and the users’ motivations are unknown.

	Customer support calls
	

	· Many companies keep a database of customer support calls.  

· These databases contain the problems customers are experiencing as well as feature requests.  

· Categorizing and tallying the different calls can help prioritize usability and design resources.  

· These data might also be used to measure the success of usability initiatives by charting the frequency of calls on a certain issue before and after a fix has been implemented; such data can help calculate ROI.  

· If the calls are logged thoroughly, they can be a good source of customer terminology.
	· One limitation of these data is that Customer Service agents are often measured by time-on-call, so the logging of these calls is quick and can be inaccurate.  

· One must also be wary of the users that get into such a database.  Users do not usually call unless it is a big problem, and the calls tend to be more technical in nature.  

· The sample of users is self-selected and some companies charge for customer support calls.  In same cases, a support team member of a company, and not the end user, may make the call.  Therefore, the usability problems in these databases may not be representative of the problems encountered by the entire population of users.



	User forums
	

	· For many popular products there are user forums or list serves where users discuss problems they have encountered while using the product, and propose possible solutions.  The fact that solutions are discussed is one important strength of this data source.  

· Also, in such a forum it is usually possible to trace the entire thread of the problem.  

· Another strength of this source is that it contains real users addressing problems they need to solve in the course of their work.  

· It is also cheap, usually these forums are free.  

· User forums can be used to identify hot issues to test in the lab and can also be used to help recruit lab, field study, or survey participants.  
	· One of the limitations of such data is that it is difficult to judge the frequency of the various problems discussed in the forum.  

· Another important limitation is that these users are usually very high-end users that use the product much more than average, so they are not necessarily representative of the population of users.

	Chat rooms
	

	There are chat rooms that can be very similar to user forums and have most of the strengths and weaknesses discussed above.  Chat rooms can also be employed in conjunction with more traditional usability methodologies to provide qualitative data to aid in early requirements gathering.
	It can be difficult to continue a conversation with the delays in transmission speed.

	Alpha and beta testers
	

	· If a company has alpha and beta testing groups these can be a good source of usability data.  

· In addition to finding technical bugs, these users can give usability feedback.  

· Alpha and beta testers can perform prescribed tasks similar to usability participants, but they also complete their own tasks in the context of their everyday work.  

· Feedback from individuals in the testing group can be obtained.  
	· Caution should be exercised when interpreting these data because these users tend to be very experienced.  

· Also, sometimes these groups form a community and the members influence each other, so their opinions and feedback may not be independent

	Technical writers
	

	Interviews with technical writers can provide insight into its users.  Technical writers often know the areas where users have problems and may have insight into their motivations.  An interview with a task-oriented technical writer can complement a usability test.
	The greatest danger with this source of data is interviewing a technical writer that does not have the correct perception of the user population and does not do research.

	Point of sale interviews
	

	Interviews with buyers at the point of sale can provide insights into the users’ perceptions of features.  They can provide information about what drives purchases as well as the problems encountered with the users’ current product.  These interviews can also provide good data for developing user profiles.  
	Care should be used when asking questions and interpreting the responses.  One discussant noted that these data can be unreliable.


In addition, these sources were cited by discussants: 

· Company interviews and internal users.  One’s own company can be a great source of usability data.  Not only can employees serve as usability participants, but interviews with the sales and support staffs can provide important insight into users.  Internal users of the products can provide usability data.

· Literature review.  Relevant literature may exist that can help your usability evaluation.  There are many sources that can be searched including the press, the Web, industry magazines, and product reviews.

· Bus databases (QA).  Bug databases kept by a company’s QA department can also be an important source of usability data.  Mining such data has several advantages.  It provides a different perspective because the QA team usually has different goals than usability.  It can help catch problems early and complement usability testing.  It can also help with the internal politics of a company by getting the QA and usability teams to work together in the development of standards.

· Marketing.  The marketing department of a company often has data relevant to purchase drivers and defining the target user audience.  Marketing and usability often have very similar goals.

· Trainers.  Interviews with people who train end users to use a product or a Web site can also provide data about usability.  They may know what functions are the most difficult to teach.  This information can help prioritize usability issues and can improve ROI if training is included with your product or service.

The discussion produced many possible sources for data that can complement traditional usability evaluation methods.  It was noted that data from traditional sources can suffer due to poor recruiting and small sample sizes.  The complementary sources listed above have many important strengths including:  using real users in natural contexts, gathering large sample sizes, they are inexpensive, they allow the usability team to work with other company departments towards common goals, and they obtain information about purchase drivers.  Two important weaknesses were common to many of the data sources proposed:  the method of selection of the sample of users often biased the sample, and it could be difficult to interpret the results.

