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Heads of Public Services (HOPS)

FROM:
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DATE:

October 29, 2010

RE:  
Best Practices for UC Library Home Pages
Summary Recommendations
· Standardize home page elements and nomenclature across library web pages
· Consider recommendations for home page elements on emerging mobile platforms
· Further investigate a shared technical infrastructure for library websites to support a common home page layout
Background
In May 2010, the UC Libraries Heads of Public Services formed and charged the UC Library Home Pages Best Practice Task Force.  Task Force members included:

Kristine Ferry – Director of Web Services, Acting Head of Access Services; UC Irvine

Rachael Hu - User Experience Design Manager; CDL
Brian Mathews - Assistant University Librarian, Outreach & Academic Services; UC Santa Barbara

Susan Mikkelsen (Chair) - Resource Access and Instruction Librarian; UC Merced

Deborah Murphy - Web Content Librarian; UC Santa Cruz

The charge for the committee was to establish a set of shared best practices in library home page nomenclature, content and layout that if adopted, could create a more consistent experience for users across the UC system.  These best practices could also serve as a useful starting point for future web redesigns across campuses.

The task force began with an analysis of top content from multiple UC library web sites and QuestionPoint transcripts to determine essential home page elements.  Data from a CDL mobile environmental scan was also used in the analysis.  A review of the literature and complete analysis of current nomenclature from each campus was studied to determine recommended nomenclature.  Recommendations for layout were determined based on graphical scans of each library’s homepage as well as literature and first-hand experience related to website usability. 
Process
A thorough inventory of existing home page elements and nomenclature was conducted by examining all 10 UC Library home pages.  Home page elements were identified on each library’s home page, and the nomenclature used for each element was recorded.  For example, the element “VPN” was found on all ten library web pages, and was named using six nomenclature variations: Connect(ing) from off-campus, Off-Campus Access, Remote Access, Connect from Home, Connecting from Off Campus (VPN) and Off-Campus Log-In.  All nomenclature variations were noted and tallied when duplications existed.  This process gave the task force an awareness of the great variation in nomenclature on UC library web sites.  Nearly all elements had at least four different names; the majority had six variations or more, and several elements had more than seven.  Seeing this great disparity emphasized the need for greater consistency of nomenclature across campuses.

The task force also determined that it would be appropriate to include recommendations for content on mobile websites.  We were able to use current research data from CDL to inform us on these recommendations. 
Another critical part of our analysis was to discover what our users most often look for on library home pages and the terminology they used when asking for assistance.  To that end we analyzed over 300 chat transcripts from the UC 24/7 Ask a Librarian service. (See Appendix)  We took the most recent 30+ transcripts from patrons at each campus and looked at the wording of their questions to discover not only what they needed, but also what terms they used to ask their questions.  Our analysis confirmed that in general we know what our users want to do most.  For example, users consistently asked about connecting to library resources from off-campus.  We analyzed the frequency of questions and terms to assist us in narrowing down key elements and nomenclature that should be included on every UC library home page.  During our initial review of homepages we discovered that most of the UC Libraries already include the majority of elements that were identified in the QuestionPoint transcript analysis though they were referred to by a variety of different names.
Determining best practices for home page layout proved to be the most difficult part of the charge.  To analyze the current location of common content, graphical overlays were generated for several key elements.  The overlays illustrated the great disparity between current homepage layouts and designs.  Further analysis and discussion on current best practices for web design were also a part of the process for determining layout/design recommendations. 
Recommended Homepage Content and Nomenclature
As the task force studied best practices for essential home page elements and analyzed existing nomenclature, it became apparent that in some cases, local naming conventions and branding (such as local catalog name, etc) could make adherence to system-wide nomenclature recommendations problematic.  Moreover, not every campus has the need for every homepage element, e.g. social networking and FAQs, which are not used on all campuses.  To accommodate for these differences while maintaining the goal of consistency throughout library home pages, the task force concluded that it would be best to create two tiers of recommended content. Those elements deemed essential for all campuses are listed in the table below as First Tier elements and include recommendations for nomenclature. (Essential elements should be considered available on the home page if they exist as direct links on the page or as dropdown menu items that appear when rolled over by a mouse.)  Elements considered useful but optional are listed as Second Tier Elements with no recommended nomenclature provided.
First Tier Homepage Elements: 
	Elements
	Nomenclature Recommendations

	Ask a Librarian (24/7 Chat)
	Ask a Librarian

	Circulation information
	Borrowing

	Collections
	Collections

	Computing/printing information
	Computing

	Contact information
	Contact Us

	Course reserves
	Reserves

	Databases & Articles*
	Articles (do not combine with databases)

	
	Databases (do not combine with articles)

	Help
	Help

	Hours
	Hours

	Information about the library
	About/About the Libraries

	Journals*
	Journals

	Library development
	Giving

	Library services
	Services

	Local campus catalogs
	Name of local catalog

	Next Generation Melvyl
	Next Generation Melvyl Pilot

	Personalized account
	My Account

	VPN, proxy, etc.
	Connect(ing) from Off-Campus


*Databases, Articles and Journals should be grouped in some manner on the homepage, but each element should stand independently and ultimately link to a different type of search or tool.

Second Tier Homepage Elements:
	Directions

	Floor Plans and Library Maps

	News 

	Research/Subject/Course guides 

	Site Search


Recommended Mobile Homepage Content
Though it was not included in the original charge, the task force determined that it was important to include recommendations for mobile web sites which are emerging on many campuses.  During the summer of 2010, CDL conducted a mobile user research project with a sampling of UC students and faculty to inform mobile strategy development. It was discovered that in a mobile environment, UC end-users are primarily concerned with information that they need “on the go” rather than full site content or functionality. Users want quick snippets of information such as finding directions, quick email or communications interactions, or quick fact checking or perusal of already discovered academic resources. The more complicated tasks associated with searching, analyzing, writing, and comparing resources are not well suited to current mobile devices. However, mobile user behavior and preferences can change quickly due to new devices, network speeds, and applications. Thus, any mobile version of UC library websites should be reviewed against usage periodically to ensure continued usefulness of homepage elements.  
Based on these findings and an environmental scan made of current library mobile site homepage elements (originally created by Dan Suchy of UC San Diego and further supplemented by Alison Meier, CDL research intern), the following mobile website elements are recommended:
First Tier Mobile Homepage Elements: 
· Ask a Librarian

· Database Search (links out to mobile vendors)
· Directions or Maps
· Hours
· News and Events
· OPAC Search (This element was oftentimes categorized as a second phase mobile development effort.)
· Staff Directory

· View Full Site Option

Second Tier Mobile Homepage Elements: 
· Borrowing Information

· Computer Availability 

· Floor plans

· RefWorks Mobile

· Social Media (Twitter, Facebook, Flickr, etc.)

Recommended Layout

A number of design challenges emerged during the discussion on recommended home page layout.  
· Local limitations.  On some campuses, library web page layout may be restricted by campus design mandates such as header and footer information or the requirement to follow a particular style sheet.

· Content management systems. Different libraries currently use different content management systems (Drupal, Joomla, etc.) that limit design options. 

· Audience.  While some campuses focus on undergraduates, others may want to target their home pages to a different audience (faculty, graduate students, alumni, etc.) This could have implications in the design/layout of the page.
· Global navigation.  In addition to the “what” and “where” of homepage elements, the way those elements follow the user through the website is critical. This has implications for homepage menu systems and subpage design.
· QuickSearch.  A recent trend on many, but not all, campuses has been to incorporate a prominent search area or federated search box on the homepage. This is desirable but significantly changes the layout of the page, making consistency across campuses difficult.
· Design trends.  Web design styles change so quickly that any recommendation made by the task force would likely be outdated before it could be implemented.  

· Web design as art.  The aesthetics of a good web page require artistic input from programmers, designers, and developers.  This is subjective input that cannot be determined by a task force and would also require usability testing.
In terms of design and layout, we found that there was great variety regarding the placement of elements on current home pages. To illustrate this point, consider these graphical representations for the location of some common elements on UC library home pages.  (See Figures 1-3)

Figure 1
[image: image1.jpg]Composite HOURS links on
UC Library homepages





Figure 2
[image: image2.png]Composite Ask a Librarian

links on UC Library homepages -





Figure 3
[image: image3.jpg]Composite NGM Pilot links on
UC Library homepages

-—
[ —
T





Further evidence of the great disparity in design and layout is illustrated by the variety of graphics used to link to 24/7 chat reference. (See Figure 4)
Figure 4 
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Rather than make specific layout recommendations, the task force makes the following general recommendations for home page design:

· Make home page content skimmable

· Place important content towards the left hand side of the page
· Allow for varied user behavior by providing good navigation as well as search functionality
· Use consistent menu systems on subpages to support global navigation 

· Provide a prominent search area on the homepage that allows users to immediately search for books, articles and journals

Conclusion/Recommendations
The task force felt confident making best practices recommendations for content elements and nomenclature for UC library homepages, as well as content elements for emerging mobile sites.  Adopting the recommended nomenclature for essential content elements could potentially help UC Library staff as they assist users from other campuses during chat reference sessions, and would require minimal changes to current library websites. 
However, the complexity of web design and the many technical and political barriers that exist in our current library environments preclude us from making recommendations for layout. A uniform layout would only be feasible in the future if all library web pages shared a common technical infrastructure. At this time the absence of such an infrastructure imposes barriers that are inherent in diverse technical operations.  Resolving these technical issues is beyond the purview of this task force, however continued investigation in this area by another group is recommended as the next step toward a more consistent user experience with UC library home pages.
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Using evidence-based practice in website design can make a significant difference in the effectiveness of the website design process and engaging staff throughout the library.
Chapman, Cameron. "10 Usability Tips Based on Research Studies." Six Revisions. Six Revisions, 10/09/2010. Web. 22 Oct 2010. 
This article discusses usability findings of research results such as eye-tracking studies, reports, analytics, and usability surveys pertaining to website usability and improvements.
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Studies thirty library websites of top science universities around the world for their design features with special reference to usability.
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HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accessmylibrary.com%2Farticle-1G1-77434596%2Facademic-library-website-design.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGhZg4ZZLLfr96xr8BFr4Nxm-vhZA" 

HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accessmylibrary.com%2Farticle-1G1-77434596%2Facademic-library-website-design.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGhZg4ZZLLfr96xr8BFr4Nxm-vhZA"a

HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accessmylibrary.com%2Farticle-1G1-77434596%2Facademic-library-website-design.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGhZg4ZZLLfr96xr8BFr4Nxm-vhZA" 

HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accessmylibrary.com%2Farticle-1G1-77434596%2Facademic-library-website-design.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGhZg4ZZLLfr96xr8BFr4Nxm-vhZA"Checklist.”Australian Academic & Research Libraries.  April 01 (2001).
Discussed the choice of a Usability Index Checklist (UIC) as a suggested method for evaluating website designs. It discusses why this method has been selected and proposes a modified usability checklist designed in order to assist librarians in the design and modification of academic library websites.
Appendix 
Question Point Transcript Analysis: Terms Used in Chat Questions
Journal/Articles/Databases

	articles
	47

	journals
	8

	(online) PDFs
	6

	JSTOR
	4

	online journal (article)
	3

	scholarly articles
	3

	electronic journal/e-journal
	2

	ISI Web of Science/Web of Science
	2

	article search bar
	1

	full article
	1

	full-text journal articles
	1

	GIS resources
	1

	journal article
	1

	journal database
	1

	order article
	1

	primary article
	1


Books/Textbooks/E-books

	book
	30

	textbook
	17

	e-book/electronic book
	7

	course book
	2

	e-springer books/springer’s e-textbooks
	2

	bookstore
	1

	amazon
	1

	loan book
	1

	monographs
	1

	online book
	1

	purchase book
	1


General Resource/Database/Online Resources

	databases
	11

	(electronic) access
	4

	(online) resources
	3

	access online
	1

	available online
	1

	online version of essay
	1


Library Services/Tools

	ILL/interlibrary loan*
	22

	request
	9

	UC e-links
	8

	Melvyl
	5

	get it sent here
	1

	transfer book
	1


*fairly equal use of terms

Citation/Bibliographic Information

	how to cite
	4

	endnote
	2

	bibliographic software
	1

	cited reference search
	1

	reference management software
	1


Connectivity/Access

	vpn
	9

	off campus
	8

	username/password
	6

	logging in (from home/from my home)
	3

	login/login off-site
	2

	not on campus
	2

	proxy card
	2

	sign in
	2

	access off-campus
	1

	Cisco vpn
	1

	from abroad
	1

	proxy
	1

	proxy server
	1

	update account
	1

	web vpn
	1


Circulation


	checked out/checking out/check out
	24

	overdue/fines
	10

	library card
	9

	reserve
	9

	borrow
	7

	renew
	6

	drop off box/book drop
	3

	(library) account
	3

	can I use the library
	1

	due date
	1

	hold
	1

	misplaced book
	1

	offsite
	1

	where book is located
	1


Hours/Contact Information

	are you open/what time does it close
	3

	telephone number
	2

	hours
	1

	want a phone call
	1


Events

	book sale
	1
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