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User Studies

• Compared 3 search engines to discover 
usability issues

• Each user performed some simple tasks 
with each search engine

• 2 tasks with 3 search engines - ERDB, 
Antpac, and Cornell

• 1 task with open-ended methods

• Screen captures + interviews



Common Themes

• Every user we tested wanted to minimize 
the number of clicks to the goal

• Several want the ability to conveniently find 
related articles

• Many had difficulty telling what kind of 
resource each search result was

• For the open-ended task, many of them 
opted for Google Scholar



ERDB 
Recommendations

• Users had trouble finding their results because of 
an unexpected ranking

• For example, searching for “Journal of Popular 
Culture” would return that journal as the 4th 
hit, because other journals use the same words 
in the title

• Could be improved through better ranking 
algorithms or less ambiguous interface options

• For example, replace “Title contains” and “Title 
starts with” in the dropdown menu with simply 
“Title”





Antpac 
Recommendations

• Many users found Antpac records confusing

• The links taking you to the online resource 
were very difficult to decipher and 
sometimes even difficult to notice

• Hard to tell on the search results page 
what kind of resource it was - online, 
physical, etc.



Antpac Recommendations 
cont.

• Trouble with tabbed interface - Keyword as 
default gave people unexpected results

• Almost no one noticed the new Online 
Resources tab - those who did found it 
limited their filtering options

• Best thing for Antpac - completely rework 
how users can filter and identify resources



Correct result, but hard to tell 
what kind it is



These links to online text 
are cryptic and scary



General 
Recommendations
• Get rid of all the middle steps - e.g. search 

goes to resource record goes to UC e-links 
goes to host page goes to PDF.

• Search result should have the ability to go 
straight to PDF, no matter what search 
engine

• For journals, a list of volumes that link to 
PDFs would be sufficient



Recommendations 
cont.

• More filtering options. Some users 
complained that on Antpac, they could filter 
by Journals or by Online Resources, but not 
both. 

• In fact they can filter by both but it 
requires looking through a drop-down 
menu

• Filtering with checkboxes a la Cornell 
might work well



Filtering with 
Checkboxes



Recommendations 
cont.

• Conduct another study with the Melvyl 
search engine - got some indications that it 
might already have solved some of these 
problems

• In our brief look at it, it was better at 
finding and filtering results, but still took 
as many clicks to get to text



Google Scholar

• Several lessons learned from its example

• Simplest possible interface - single search 
bar, single button

• Ranking algorithms seem to work better 
than all others

• Single click from results page to PDF for 
articles

• Availability of related works



Google Scholar cont.
• Even the advanced search is simple:



Timeline

• Interview one or two more  non-ICS 
professors - Colin, by 12/3

• Compile the interview results into a 
comprehensible format - All, 12/4

• Create some simple mockups to illustrate 
our recommendations - Sam/Rahul, 12/8

• Compile everything and submit final report 
- 12/10



Questions?


