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Usability Interface is the quarterly publication of the Usability SIG. The purpose of the
newsletter is to provide technical communicators with up-to-date and in-depth
information on how they can apply usability design and testing techniques to their
products. It is mailed to all SIG members.

August 2003 - Moving Information Online

Publishing Chapter Newsletters on Paper or Online

By Scott Wilson, Lanette Cornwell, and G. David Heath
Three Chapter editors recount their transition from paper newsletter
publication to online.

Results of the Usability SIG Member Survey

By David Dick
A summary of the online survey conducted in February 2003.

How the Usability SIG Survey Was Developed

By Naomi Kleid
Naomi describes how she designed the Usability SIG member
survey.

The Harmonics of Usability

By Adele Sommers

Adele describes the contributions of Thomas Gilbert, John Bowie,
and Genichi Taguchi to software development. This article appeared
in the August 2003 (Vol. 42, No. 7) edition of the Performance
Improvement journal, and reappears here with permission of the
International Society for Performance Improvement. (c) 2003.

Attending an STC Conference on a Shoestring Budget

By Kathy Bine
Kathy offers suggestions for attending the 2004 conference

Columns and SIG News

Thoughts on Publishing Our Newsletter
By David Dick
A response to the online survey conducted in February 2003.

The Search for a Well-Defined Usability Discipline
By Karen Bachman
A reflection on the current definitions of usability, the challenges
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and opportunities we face as a discipline in search of a definition.
Letter to the Editor: A response to "Crisis in the Profession”

SIG News

e Scott McDaniel Speaks to the Washington DC Usability SIG
e New Jersey Usability SIG holds Summer Picnic

SIG Home | About the SIG | SIG Activities | Resources | Topics
Newsletter | Conference | Bookshelf | Toolkit

Comments or questions?

Please send your email to usewww@lists.stc.org

, © 1998-2002, Society for Technical Communication
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m Why We Switched from Paper to PDF

This article was originally
printed in the August
2003 issue (Vol 10, No. 1)

By Scott Wilson

In September 2002, we moved from a paper newsletter that was
mailed to our members to an electronic version (PDF file posted on
our web site, with an e-mail notice sent to every member whose e-

About the Authors mail address we know).
Scott Wilson is the Initially, there was some concern about electronic-only distribution.
Managing Editor of Some people just liked the paper copy; others wanted to know what

Technograph, Los Angeles the council was going to do with the money saved.
chapter

After five issues, things settled down. We lost one advertiser, and

Lanette Cornwell is the we compromised with the paper-only people by printing 20 copies

Managing Editor of of each issue at Kinko’s (about $1 per copy for eight pages, black

TECHcomments, and white). I bring the 20 copies to each chapter meeting.

Southeast Michigan

chapter As for contributors, we didn’t have many before, and we don't have
] ] many now. But I don’t think the electronic delivery instead of paper

G. David Heath is the delivery has been a factor; at least, no one has brought up that

2003) of Carolina
Communiqué, Carolina

All in all, I think the decision was a good one. We save a lot of
chapter

money (printing and mailing costs), the newsletter is more timely
(no 1-month lead time anymore), and it’s easier for me. I
recommend it.

Why We Switched from Paper to PDF

By Lanette Cornwell

Southeast Michigan chapter made the switch from paper to PDF
posted on the chapter web site. In November/December 2002, we
started talking about the switch in the newsletter and at chapter
meetings and urging everyone to sign up for the online chapter
discussion list. In the January/February 2003 issue, we continued
the discussion. The March/April issue, in production now, will be
posted to the chapter web site only, by March 1, and a postcard has
already gone out reminding members that they won't be getting a
paper copy in the mail.

We're saving several hundred dollars per issue in printing and
mailing costs by doing this.
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The reasons for urging discussion list membership were: (1) a
notice will be posted to the list as soon as a new issue is posted,
and (2) any urgent, time-sensitive notices can reach the maximum
number of members through the list.

We've had negative feedback from only a handful of members, and
most or all of those had to do with the discussion list instructions
we published not working for them.

Why We Switched to a Web-Only Newsletter

By G. David Heath, Managing Editor (2000-2003) of Carolina
Communiqué, Carolina chapter

We used to distribute the Carolina Communiqué by mailing a
printed version and posting a PDF version on the chapter web site.
Eventually, we found that budget and scheduling issues were
making the printed version impractical, so we sat down in July 2001
to reconsider the newsletter. What should its focus be? There was a
lot of overlap between the information in the newsletter and on the
chapter web site. Could we develop a more eye-catching design? To
keep down printing costs, we maintained a plain, black-and-white
look. If we distributed it entirely online, should the newsletter be in
PDF or HTML format? There were a lot of issues to consider before
making such a big move.

Where We Were

We had been mailing the printed newsletter because we assumed
that not all members of the chapter had access to the Internet. We
also felt that a printed newsletter that arrived in members’
mailboxes was a tangible benefit of chapter membership, unlike a
web-based newsletter that would be available to members and non-
members alike. We provided current and past PDF versions on the
web site both as an archive and as a way to promote the benefits of
STC membership to non-members.

The newsletter contained a mix of informative articles and news of
upcoming meetings and events—information that was also posted
on the chapter web site. Because this information was time-
sensitive, it was essential to get the newsletter into members’
mailboxes on time, but the newsletter’'s busy volunteer staff was
having a hard time meeting the rigid schedule. In addition, the
bimonthly schedule, introduced in 2000 to hold down printing and
mailing costs, made it difficult to include information on meetings
and events late in the two-month period. And there was some
duplicated effort and cost, because we also mailed a monthly
postcard to all members announcing upcoming meetings and
events.

Our most important concern, however, was that printing and
mailing costs were a significant item in a tight budget, despite the
simple design and the bimonthly schedule. Reducing or eliminating
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those costs would make a considerable amount of money available
for other, much-needed member services. Michael Harvey, then
President of the Carolina Chapter, supported the idea of an
exclusively online newsletter because it would let us "reduce costs
and be more creative at the same time. Going [entirely] online
would let us publish longer, more thoughtful articles and use color
more generously without worrying about rising printing costs." And
the web version would be especially useful because we could link
from the newsletter directly to references.

Some research showed that several other professional societies
were switching from printed newsletters to web-based ones, mainly
for cost-containment reasons. So we knew that others had been
successful. We decided that if we discontinued the printed
newsletter, but included more information in the monthly postcard,
we could provide the required news of upcoming events to members
who had no access to the Internet (a situation that seemed
improbable in 2001).

We held an open meeting in August 2001 to debate the pros and
cons of web-only delivery, and ultimately voted to eliminate the
printed newsletter and fully explore the opportunities offered by
web delivery in PDF format, beginning with the November-
December 2001 issue. We rejected the HTML format because we
were concerned that this would simply become more web site pages
rather than a separate and distinct newsletter.

However, an even better solution from a usability point of view,
which I recently implemented for the newsletter that I edit for
another professional society (the Carolina Association of Translators
and Interpreters, CATI), involves a PDF version of the complete
newsletter that is announced to members via an e-mail that
includes a table of contents with links to printer-friendly HTML files
of all the main articles. Members can read or download the
complete PDF newsletter, and they can use the e-mail's HTML links
to print selected articles. (For layout purposes, parts of articles are
often continued on different pages of the newsletter.) An important
usability advantage of the HTML links e-mail is that members can
save printing time and paper—and because only members get this
e-mail, it is clearly a benefit of membership in the society.

Focus and Design

After the chapter decided to go ahead with the web-only PDF
newsletter, the newsletter staff took the opportunity to rethink the
focus and design of the publication. Because information on
upcoming meetings and events was already on the web site, we
chose not to duplicate this information. This decision made us think
carefully about the purpose of the newsletter. What material would
be most useful to our members?

We decided the newsletter should focus on thought-provoking
articles of interest to Carolina chapter technical communication
professionals. We wanted these articles to be the kind that
members would want to take time reading, thinking about, and
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possibly responding to.

The switch to web delivery meant that we no longer had to restrict
the newsletter to black and white, and we were no longer limited to
four pages (a folio) or a multiple of four pages. An end to the cost
constraints imposed by printing also allowed more creative
formatting and the use of color.

SIG Home | About the SIG | SIG Activities | Resources | Topics
Newsletter | Conference | Bookshelf | Toolkit
Comments or questions?
secierr ree Please send your email to usewww@lists.stc.org
o o © 1998-2002, Society for Technical Communication
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This article was originally
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2003 issue (Vol 10, No. 1)

See related article

How the Usability SIG
Survey Was Developed

The first Usability SIG survey was conducted in 1996. I thought that
2003 was an ideal opportunity to survey our members again. Due to
cost constraints, the survey was only available for 30 days. Of
the1600 members, 85 responded to the survey. That might be
considered a low response, but statistics show that a response rate
of over 5% is considered good.

Yes, we read every reply. The Usability SIG team reviewed the
results and have a strategy to make improvements.

Results of the survey are posted on <enter URL>. The following
are samples of the responses received.

What You Said You Like about the Newsletter

Many stated that we are doing a good job, and we appreciate the
praise. The survey provided us sufficient feedback to understand
how we can improve quality.

Topics You'd Like to See Published

We received 44 different suggestions for topics that you’d like to
see published. However, they can only be published with your help.
If you have other ideas for topics, please contact me if you are not
sure about what to submit and how.

We are accepting original articles and case studies, anecdotes,
cartoons, and book reviews on the following topics for the January
2004 issue:

How to identify a bad GUI design

Usability testing and EPSS

Usability for online help

Case studies on applying usability techniques (and creative
solutions to problems).

Submission deadline is 30 November. Send your articles to
david.dick@swift.com.

How You Would Like to See the Newsletter Published

The majority of responses indicated a preference for a hardcopy of
the newsletter, some people had delivery problems (i.e. non-receipt
of the newsletter), some people offered suggestions for electronic
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delivery.
How the Web Site is Useful to You

Many people replied that they like the archive of information,
bookshelf, tool kit, reference material, and focus on technical
communication. Overall, the web site is a useful learning tool for
beginners and experienced usability advocates.

e To look for recommended reference material—books or web
sites about documentation/online help usability testing.
Toolkit contained several checklists I wanted to consider.
Look for resources and links to other sites.

To look something up mentioned on the e-list.

To get information about and directions to a meeting.

SIG Home | About the SIG | SIG Activities | Resources | Topics
Newsletter | Conference | Bookshelf | Toolkit
Comments or questions?
.oz ree Please send your email to usewww@lists.stc.org
oty © 1998-2002, Society for Technical Communication
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About the Author

Naomi Kleid is President
of InfoExact, Inc., see
www.InfoExact.com. She
can be contacted at
nakleid@mindspring.com.

When the leaders of the STC Usability SIG wanted to run a survey
of its members, I volunteered to design and deploy the survey. At
about the same time, I also volunteered to work with my local STC
chapter to run its Employment and Salary Survey (see articles
describing the creation of this survey and presenting some of the
findings in the September 2003 issue of Carolina Communiqué at
www.stc-carolina.org). Although I had extensive experience
creating surveys and analyzing survey results, working on these two
surveys taught me a lot about a new survey tool.

While the Carolina chapter wanted to do an online survey, the
Usability SIG survey did not start with that intention. We considered
doing a mail survey by including the questions in the January issue
of Usability Interface. However, the costs of mailing to the
membership and having the membership mail the survey back, and
the tasks associated with designing the survey pages and tabulating
all the responses by hand argued against a mail survey.

Getting Started

As I investigated running an online survey for the Carolina chapter,
I learned that for $19.95 per month, I could have a professional
subscription at SurveyMonkey.com that would permit me to set up,
run, and take down the data from both surveys concurrently. The
results would be tabulated separately, and delivered both in HTML
files for display purposes and in spreadsheet files for further data
analysis. Both organizations agreed to run their surveys during the
first quarter of 2003, so I split the three-month cost between them.

The Usability SIG survey development followed the procedure
outlined by Chauncey Wilson in the January 2003 issue of Usability
Interface (see: "Methods and Guidelines to Avoid Common
Questionnaire Bloopers").

To start, I asked the SIG leadership the following questions, to help
identify the goals of running the survey:

e What are the purposes of the survey?

e What are your key questions?

e What things / information would you like to know as a result
of the survey?

e What decisions are you grappling with?

e What kinds of changes might you consider making after you
get some data?
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The purpose of our survey was to identify the audience of the
newsletter, what they wanted for content and distribution method,
and how the newsletter could increase SIG membership and
satisfaction. While these answers appeared to focus on the
newsletter, they also suggested an interest in getting feedback on
the Usability SIG, itself, and other SIG offerings such as the web
site, e-mail discussion group, usability sessions and SIG sessions at
the annual conference, and possible training options. These issues
suggested a broader scope, one that was consistent with the role of
online surveys as defined by Dr. William MacElroy, also in the
January 2003 issue of Usability Interface (see: "The Role of Online
Surveys in the Usability Assessment Process").

At the same time, I was impressed with Charlie Kreitzberg’s
concerns about so many usability professionals struggling to stay
working in the usability field (see: "Crisis in the Profession" in
Usability Interface, October 2002). I was influenced by my work
with the Carolina Chapter survey and our effort to evaluate the
impact of our local economic downturn on the employment situation
for our STC members. Consequently, I wanted to include questions
on demographics and employment status for Usability SIG
members.

The survey grew to cover five topics (below), and offered
respondents the opportunity to skip over questions or sets of
questions if they wanted:

SIG (satisfaction and member requirements),

Newsletter (satisfaction and requirements),

Web site (satisfaction and requirements),

Comparisons / rankings for the SIG’s offerings,

Member information (demographics and employment status).

An early draft of the survey consisted of 53 questions mostly
requiring answers in multiple-choice or numerical formats. In the
end, the survey was edited to 20 questions with no branches.

A number of trade-offs made this questionnaire simplification
possible. In each case, the decision opted for letting SIG members
express their wishes as fully and completely as possible. For
example, one trade-off was to accept an increase in analysis time
(required to work through the write-in responses) in order to save
respondent time (required to work through all the detailed
questions and response options). By decreasing the time required
from each respondent, we hoped to increase the response rate and,
consequently, get thoughtful feedback from more SIG members.
Another trade-off was to accept a wide variety of write-in responses
to each question (again requiring more analysis time) in order to
get a full range of possible answers, rather than to quantify
responses to a limited set of largely predefined answers.

Using SurveyMonkey
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