Date: 11214
Niki Selken  selkn024@newschool.edu
YuChien Kao  kaoy787@newschool.edu

Heuristic Evaluation
www.nypl.org
Niki Selken, YuChien Kao

1. SUMMARY
The website of the New York Public Library looks beautiful at the first glimpse as the first
time user. There is some good design, such as the map of library’s location
(http://locationsbeta.nypl.org/map), the bright and vivid color palette and the diversity of the
articles. However, when we deeply look inside, we found out that there are many usability
problems. As a site for a library, users are hard to find the resources of what they want, hard to
know what is the main point in each page and the hierarchy of the information is not clear to the
user.

2. INTRODUCTION
For this analysis of the NYPL website we are using a set of ten heuristics suggested by
Jakob Nielsen (Nielsen Norman Group 2014) are summarized below and listed in full detail in
Appendix A. We are also using Neilsen’s severity rankings scale (Nielsen Norman Group 2014)
to help the client tackle the most severe usability issues in a sensible order. Our process in
analising the website was centered around a series of tasks we performed, as a user might.
Each of the 10 tasks is outlined below in a chart form (See 5. Specific Problem Areas). A
detailed description of the task, usability findings, and recommendations follows the chart in
numbered sections 5.15.10. If you have any question about the findings or recommendations
please feel free to contact either YuChien or Niki directly at the email addresses provided.

3. HEURISTIC EVALUATION TECHNIQUE
Broad Heuristic

Number
1

Visibility of system status

2

Match between system and the real world

3

User control and freedom

4

Consistency and standards

5

Error prevention

6

Recognition rather than recall

1
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7

Flexibility and efficiency of use

8

Aesthetic and minimalist design

9

Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors

10

Help and documentation

4. SEVERITY RANKINGS
Rating

Definition

0

I don't agree that this is a usability problem at all

1

Cosmetic problem only: need not be fixed unless extra time is available on
project

2

Minor usability problem: fixing this should be given low priority

3

Major usability problem: important to fix, so should be given high priority

4

Usability catastrophe: imperative to fix this before product can be released

5. SPECIFIC PROBLEM AREAS
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

Broad
Heuristic

Severity
Ranking

1

What is the difference between NYPL.ORG
and Catalogue in the search bar?

2

Match between
system and the
real world

3

2

The Relevance in the search is not intuitive.
When we searched for Harry Potter the a
paperback book of Harry Potter was #10 on
the search list after JK Rowling criticism
and a couple French Harry Potter books.

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

4

3

The “Browse The Shelf” button does not
help the user locate the book in the library, it
takes you to books of a similar genre or
category.

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

3

4

We found a video game sort feature under
Form and Genre, but we found no top nav or

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of

2

2
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use

direct route to get to the Video Game
section of the collection.
5

When searching for Books the Topic
Section is very sparsely populated with
topical options. For example they have
German Drama but not Drama. One is way
more specific and less popular than the
other.

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

3

6

Under Research>Articles and Databases
we tried to search for Emoji, but instead of
taking us to the topic, it was just a search
for the name of a database or magazine.
But the search bar is misleading because it
says Database tite/description.

2

Match between
system and the
real world

3

7

Under Research>Articles and Databases
some of the databases that came up when
we searched for User Experience were not
clickable on the title or icon. We had to
scroll down to a small like that said more
info to go to the page about that resource.

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

2

8

Under many of the headings the website
has so much text without color or images to
help guide the eye to what is important that it
is hard to understand what the hierarchy of
importance is for each page.
http://www.nypl.org/events/publicprograms

6, 8

Recognition
rather than
recall, Aesthetic
and minimalist
design

4

9

On the homepage they are using masonry
or something responsive with a grid of
images and articles, but because they are
all the same color and typeface it is hard to
know what is an event, exhibit, podcast, etc.

1

Visibility of
system status

3

10

The library shop is slow and it has a
completely different layout and color palette
which begs the question is it even
connected to the library and how? Where
am I now?!
http://shop.nypl.org/

4

Consistency
and standards

2

5.1 The search bar is not clear enough to understand

3
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#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

1

What is the difference between NYPL.ORG
and Catalogue in the search bar?

2

Broad
Heuristic
Match
between
system and
the real world

Severity
Ranking
3

Problem:
For the first time user, it is hard to understand what is “Catalog” and “NYPLorg”. What the
users can do is to type something in the search bar and then see what the results is. As a
library’s website, a search bar is very important for users to search books and resources.
However, this search bar let people confused and not sure what to do with it.
Recommendation:
The search bar should be easy to fix by just change the name of the sort. “Catalog”
actually is for users to search resources in the library and “NYPLorg” is for users to serch
contents in the website. The context should be rewrite as something like “library” and “website”.
5.2 The Relevance in the search is not intuitive.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

2

The Relevance in the search is not intuitive.
When we searched for Harry Potter the a
paperback book of harry Potter was #10 on
the search list after JK Rowling criticism
and a couple French Harry Potter books.

7

Broad
Heuristic
Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

Severity
Ranking
4

4
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Problem:
Being that the Harry Potter books are some of the most popular books in the world, why does the
search pull up Harry Potter criticism before the actual childrens’ books? Moreover, many of the
books that came up were in French, which is not the dominant language in New York City.
Recommendation:
In order to accommodate most users, the English language books should come up first, or the
search should require you to specify language. Moreover, when searching for a book the
database algorithm should be able to learn which kinds of records are most popular and pull
those up. Having a smart search, like the one that Google uses, could help this issue. Also, the
implementation of cookies or local storage could allow them to see what people search and
bring up more relevant results.

5.3 The “Browse The Shelf” button does not help the user locate the book in the library
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

Broad
Heuristic

Severity
Ranking

5

Date: 11214
Niki Selken  selkn024@newschool.edu
YuChien Kao  kaoy787@newschool.edu

3

The “Browse The Shelf” button does not
help the user locate the book in the library, it
takes you to books of a similar genre or
category.

7

Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

3

6
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Problem:
In the left column, under the “Explore Further”, there is “Browse The Shelf”. As a first time
user, we thought this button will help users locate where the book is, and let us know where we
could find it. However, it showed the similar genre or category. The information of the context is
misleading.
Recommendation:
The button should change the function to the function of locating resources. If the client
want to show the similar genre or category, this part could be designed under the recourse’
information. It is hard to read many information in a popup window as well. Thus, the
information of the location of the resource could showed in the popup window, and the similar
category could be designed in other area.
5.4 Missing Navigation and didn’t have clear direct route to information.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

4

We found a video game sort feature under
Form and Genre, but we found no top nav
or direct route to get to the Video Game
section of the collection.

7

Broad
Heuristic
Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

Severity
Ranking
2

7
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Problem:
The library has some kind of video game collection. The user only discovers this by searching,
not my the top navigation of the website. This makes it almost impossible for the user to
intentionally browse the video game collection.
Recommendation:
We recommend that they include a section in the top navigation under
Explore>Collections>Games so that the user can browse the game collection and find games
that are available for check out.

5.5 Topic Section is not diverse.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

5

When searching for Books the Topic
Section is very sparsely populated with
topical options. For example they have
German Drama but not Drama. One is way
more specific and less popular than the
other.

7

Broad
Heuristic
Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

Severity
Ranking
3

8
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Problem:
Sometimes, users don’t really know what resource name they are searching for. Thus,
people will look for it in the topic sections. For example, they might want to search some
information about “drama”. However, it only shows “German drama” in the categories. The
topics are too narrow and not popular. Also, some topics are missing, such as “Poetry”. The
topics are both too specific and sometimes not there at all.
Recommendation:
To let user easily searching what they want, the topics should be divided by some
general topics. Then, In each topic, it could include in some small topics. For example, “German
drama” should inside the topic of “Drama”.
5.6 The search bar of the databases is misleading.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

6

Under Research>Articles and Databases
we tried to search for Emoji, but instead of
taking us to the topic, it was just a search
for the name of a database or magazine.

2

Broad
Heuristic
Match
between
system and
the real world

Severity
Ranking
3

9
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But the search bar is misleading because it
says Database tite/description.

Problem:
When searching for a Database title/description I tried to search for a topic and description of
subject matter. The database search does not allow for users to do this. It only searches the
names of the databases. So a user must know what database or magazine they are looking for
and preferably, the name of it.
Recommendation:
We recommend that they change the text from Database title/description to Database or
Magazine name. They may also want to include a “?” so that users can get more info on how to
search for the things they are looking for.

5.7 Some titles of search results of the databases are not clickable.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

7

Under Research>Articles and Databases
some of the databases that came up when
we searched for User Experience were not
clickable on the title or icon. We had to

7

Broad
Heuristic
Flexibility and
efficiency of
use

Severity
Ranking
2

10
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scroll down to a small like that said more
info to go to the page about that resource.

Problem:
Some titles are not clickable, but you can get into another page from “more info”. Some
titles are clickable and they are link to the specific resources. With those clickable titles, there
are links of “more info” as well. The logic of links are confusing people. Users are not sure where
will they be lead to by the links.
Recommendation:
The information should be showed in other ways. The website’s designer should decide
whether they want the titles is clickable or not. If the titles are clickable, it could be linked to the
info page. In the info page, the links for specific resources could be include inside the info page. If
the titles are not clickable, there should be two different icons or texts as links to “specific
resource” and the “more info” page.

5.8 It is hard to read the articles of the website.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

Broad
Heuristic

Severity
Ranking

11
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8

Under many of the headings the website
has so much text without color or images to
help guide the eye to what is important that
it is hard to understand what the hierarchy
of importance is for each page.

6, 8

Recognition
rather than
recall,
Aesthetic and
minimalist
design

4

Problem:
The most articles of the website are hard to read and understand. The texts are designed
without colors and images. Users will hard to recognize what the the hierarchy of importance for
the content. There are also too many clickable texts that will be linked to other pages. It is hard to
focus on the main information of the page. The page is so distracted that it is not easy to read.
Recommendation:
The content should be divided by different colors and also it is possible to add color on
titles. Also, the font size should be designed differently by the hierarchy of importance. The
designer should find out what is the most important part of the content and what the information
that users want to know in the paragraph. Then, the site should be readable for users.

5.9 It is hard to understand and sort information on the homepage.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

Broad
Heuristic

Severity
Ranking

12
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9

On the homepage they are using Masonry
or something responsive with a grid of
images and articles, but because they are
all the same color and typeface it is hard to
know what is an event, exhibit, podcast, etc.

1

Visibility of
system status

3

13
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Problem:
The homepage is kind of like the style of magazine. So many columns of contexts which
are displayed in a same page. However, It is hard to know the types of the information in the first
glimpse.
Recommendation:
It might be better if adding different colors in different types of information. It is also
possible to add different background colors to distinguish different types of content.
5.10 The design is not consistency between the main website and the shop website.
#

Issue

Heuristic
Number

10

The library shop is slow and it has a
completely different layout and color palette
which begs the question is it even
connected to the library and how? Where
am I now?

4

Broad
Heuristic
Consistency
and standards

Severity
Ranking
2

Problem:
When loading into the shop of library site, it was very slow. Also, the website seems not
belong to the NYPL.org website because it is using very different color palette. Moreover, the
interface design is also different from the main website.
Recommendation:
It should at least use some same color and similar style from the main website. Also, the
shop website needs to include the name of NYPL.

14
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6. CONCLUSION
After analyzing the New York Public LIbrary website, targeted 10 key usability issues:
1

What is the difference between NYPL.ORG and Catalogue in the search bar?

2

The Relevance in the search is not intuitive. When we searched for Harry Potter the a
paperback book of Harry Potter was #10 on the search list after JK Rowling criticism and a
couple French Harry Potter books.

3

The “Browse The Shelf” button does not help the user locate the book in the library, it takes
you to books of a similar genre or category.

4

We found a video game sort feature under Form and Genre, but we found no top nav or direct
route to get to the Video Game section of the collection.

5

When searching for Books the Topic Section is very sparsely populated with topical options.
For example they have German Drama but not Drama. One is way more specific and less
popular than the other.

6

Under Research>Articles and Databases we tried to search for Emoji, but instead of taking us
to the topic, it was just a search for the name of a database or magazine. But the search bar is
misleading because it says Database tite/description.

7

Under Research>Articles and Databases some of the databases that came up when we
searched for User Experience were not clickable on the title or icon. We had to scroll down to
a small like that said more info to go to the page about that resource.

8

Under many of the headings the website has so much text without color or images to help
guide the eye to what is important that it is hard to understand what the hierarchy of
importance is for each page.
http://www.nypl.org/events/publicprograms

9

On the homepage they are using masonry or something responsive with a grid of images and
articles, but because they are all the same color and typeface it is hard to know what is an
event, exhibit, podcast, etc.

1
0

The library shop is slow and it has a completely different layout and color palette which begs
the question is it even connected to the library and how? Where am I now?!
http://shop.nypl.org/

We recommend that the the client follow our recommended fixes for each issue and
address the issues with the highest severity rankings first. The top two issues we found, with
severity ranking four were the search feature (Issue 2) and the text heavy layout of the site (Issue
8). If these two main usability issues are addressed it will go a long way toward making the NYPL

15
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website more user friendly, intuitive and approachable. A detailed description of the task, usability
findings, and recommendations is available in this document in numbered sections 5.15.10. If
you have any question about the findings or recommendations please feel free to contact either
YuChien or Niki directly at the email addresses provided.

7. RESOURCES
"Nielsen Norman Group." Severity Ratings for Usability Problems: Article by Jakob
Nielsen. Accessed November 02, 2014.
http://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-to-rate-the-severity-of-usability-problems/.
"Nielsen Norman Group." 10 Heuristics for User Interface Design: Article by Jakob Nielsen.
Accessed November 02, 2014.
http://www.nngroup.com/articles/ten-usability-heuristics/.
"What Do You Want To Find?" Welcome to The New York Public Library. Accessed
November 02, 2014. http://www.nypl.org/collections.

8. APPENDIX A: DETAILED HEURISTIC LIST
Number

Broad Heuristic

Detailed Heuristic

1

Visibility of system status

The system should always keep users informed about
what is going on, through appropriate feedback within
reasonable time.

2

Match between system
and the real world

The system should speak the users' language, with
words, phrases and concepts familiar to the user, rather
than systemoriented terms. Follow realworld
conventions, making information appear in a natural and
logical order.

3

User control and freedom

Users often choose system functions by mistake and
will need a clearly marked "emergency exit" to leave the
unwanted state without having to go through an
extended dialogue. Support undo and redo.

4

Consistency and
standards

Users should not have to wonder whether different
words, situations, or actions mean the same thing.
Follow platform conventions.

5

Error prevention

Even better than good error messages is a careful
design which prevents a problem from occurring in the
first place. Either eliminate errorprone conditions or

16
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check for them and present users with a confirmation
option before they commit to the action.
6

Recognition rather than
recall

Minimize the user's memory load by making objects,
actions, and options visible. The user should not have to
remember information from one part of the dialogue to
another. Instructions for use of the system should be
visible or easily retrievable whenever appropriate.

7

Flexibility and efficiency
of use

Accelerators  unseen by the novice user  may often
speed up the interaction for the expert user such that
the system can cater to both inexperienced and
experienced users. Allow users to tailor frequent
actions.

8

Aesthetic and minimalist
design

Dialogues should not contain information which is
irrelevant or rarely needed. Every extra unit of
information in a dialogue competes with the relevant
units of information and diminishes their relative
visibility.

9

Help users recognize,
diagnose, and recover
from errors

Error messages should be expressed in plain language
(no codes), precisely indicate the problem, and
constructively suggest a solution.

10

Help and documentation

Even though it is better if the system can be used
without documentation, it may be necessary to provide
help and documentation. Any such information should
be easy to search, focused on the user's task, list
concrete steps to be carried out, and not be too large.
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