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CONTEXT

▸ Inspired by UX Libs

▸ Web Librarians

▸ Familiar with user research, mostly usability testing

▸ Particularly interested in improving web interfaces

▸ Believed our students would show more similarities than 

differences



OUR 2-STAGE PLAN

▸ Stage 1: Ethnographic 

methods to explore student’s 

research process 

▸ Find a problem, make an interface 

change

▸ Stage 2: Usability testing to 

see if the change was 

successful



STAGE 1: METHODOLOGY

▸ Cognitive mapping

▸ Love letter/break-up letter

▸ 5 participants x 3 researchers



MAP THE RESEARCH PROCESS
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LOVE LETTERS/BREAK-UP LETTERS
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STAGE 1 RESULTS

▸ Little overlap in resources mentioned in letters

▸ Persistence to the point of frustration

▸ Letters & maps showed no help-seeking



STAGE 2

▸ Constraints on what was 

possible to change/test

▸ Tried “Can’t find what you’re 

looking for?” as label for Help

▸ Final methodology

▸ Difficult search task

▸ Finding interface elements, 

including help



MCMASTER USABILITY TEST



MEMORIAL USABILITY TEST



CARLETON USABILITY TEST



STAGE 2 RESULTS

▸ All participants struggled with the question

▸ No one used the help links; many couldn’t find them at all

▸ Some recognized help was a good option but preferred:

▸ Using Google

▸ Changing their topic



WHAT DID WE CHANGE?



WHAT DID WE CHANGE?

WHAT DID WE LEARN?



MULTI-INSTITUTIONAL USER RESEARCH

BENEFITS

▸ Larger pool of participants with small individual effort

▸ Definite similarities, particularly from ethnographic methods

▸ Fresh perspectives from colleagues at other libraries



MULTI-INSTITUTIONAL USER RESEARCH

CHALLENGES

▸ Different resources, different capacity to make changes

▸ Time

▸ Timing

▸ Timezones



ADDING ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS

BENEFITS

▸ You can base usability tests on actual user experience

▸ You get an extra layer of context

▸ Users are primed differently

▸ Might be able to capture more natural language



CONCLUSIONS

▸ No change for our users, but impacts on us as researchers

▸ Ethnographic methods great for insight

▸ Likely most valuable for multi-institutional collaboration

▸ Collaboration is great for people doing UX work on their own 

▸ Even with a team, useful to get outside perspectives



Having a community of like-minded professionals 

can be one of the most important things for your 

career. It will give you people you can learn 

from… people you can share experiences and 

best practices with, people to commiserate 

with… In short, it will keep you sane.

Leah Buley
The User Experience Team of One, p.60


