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Abstract— Document evaluation and usability testing are gradually
developing into an interesting area of multidisciplinary research. Five
recent developments are discussed: the broadening notion of document
quality, the increasing variety of evaluation approaches, the need

to integrate experiences and research _from various communication
disciplines, the methodological research into evaluation approaches,
and the use of evaluation results to_formulate design guidelines.

Eleven years ago, a special
issue of IEEE TRANSACTIONS ON
PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION
drew the attention of many
technical communicators and
researchers to the importance

of usability evaluation [1]. The
papers in that collection reflected
on the nature, possibilities, and
practices of usability evaluation
approaches. One of the articles
was an influential overview

of methods by Schriver, who
distinguished text-focused,
expert-judgment-focused, and
reader-focused evaluation
techniques, and expressed a clear
preference for the last category
[2]. For us, the articles in that
special issue have been a source
of inspiration for a great deal of
our research efforts in the 1990s.
We have seen other scholars and
practitioners exploring the pros
and cons of evaluation methods
as well. Several special issues of
other scientific journals have been
dedicated to the topic of usability
evaluation in the past decade
[BH7].

In this special issue, we want to
pick up the thread and explore
some of the recent developments
in the field. As the title of this
special issue suggests, we have
looked for new perspectives on
document evaluation and usability
testing. The resulting set of articles
addresses research questions

that have not been investigated
before, at least not in a systematic
way. In the remainder of this
introduction, we outline what
kinds of developments we see in
the field of document evaluation
and how the articles contained

in this special issue reflect these
developments.

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE FIELD

In the professional and

scientific literature on technical
communication, we see several
developments regarding document
evaluation and usability testing
that are indicative of a dynamic
and evolving field.

First of all, the overall concept of
document quality is expanding
from the traditional task-oriented
concept of usability to a much
greater variety of aspects,
comprising, for instance, utility
and likability. This can be seen
particularly, but not only, in the
context of the World Wide Web.
Spool et al. [8], for example,
found out that the content of
websites contributed more to
the users’ overall appreciation
than the aspects of usability that
they focused on. Additionally,
several studies into Internet

use suggest that the traditional
Human-Computer Interaction
(HCI) assumptions about Web
visitors (e.g., the image of people
expressly searching for specific
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information on a website) may be
too narrow [9], [10]. Web designers
and evaluators may also have to
focus on quality aspects for visitors
with more or less exploratory
surfing behavior. In addition to the
broadening concept of document
quality, there is also a growing
attention to the multicultural and
multilingual aspects of documents
[11]. New evaluation methods and
designs will have to address these
new requirements.

Partly corresponding to the
expanding concept of document
quality, many new evaluation
techniques have been and are
being developed. Developments
can be seen in various directions
[12], [13]. In addition to
task-oriented usability test
methods, nonspecific evaluation
methods, such as the plus-minus
method, have been developed,
described, and investigated

[14], [15]. There has also been

a re-evaluation of text-focused
and expert-judgment-focused
evaluation methods. In 1989,
these methods were heavily
criticized by Schriver in favor of
reader-focused alternatives [2].
In the 1990s, however, several
researchers have taken up the
challenge of developing analytical
evaluation tools that would help
experts to give valid feedback
on interfaces and documents,
preferably from the users’ point
of view [16]-{18]. Especially
heuristic evaluation, cognitive
walkthroughs, and functional
analyses seem to be promising
techniques, complementing
rather than competing with
reader-focused methods. An
entirely different development
regarding methods is the growing
attention for more or less
ethnographic approaches of
evaluation research. Instead of
inviting participants to carry out
a set of predetermined tasks in
a laboratory setting, approaches
have been developed in which
(potential) users are observed
and interviewed in their natural
work setting [19], [20]. Finally,
the possibilities of collecting data

by computer about the usability
of documents and interfaces are
being explored. Several kinds of
rapid, remote, and automated
tools have been and are being
developed. Remote usability
evaluation is possible using the
Internet: potential users can
participate in a usability test
without going to a usability lab
at a preset time. Software can be
used to record the participants’
comments and log their process of
using the document or interface
[21],[22]. Another interesting
option is called “kiosk-based
user testing” [23]. This is an
approach that can be used to
engage participants in events
like conferences in a usability
test. On a stand-alone computer,
an entire usability evaluation
procedure is programmed, and
volunteers can participate without
the help of a facilitator. All in
all, the “methodological toolkit”
of technical communicators and
usability professionals can be
expected to contain a much greater
variety of techniques than ten
years ago.

A third development is that

the borders between different
communication disciplines
studying evaluation methods are
gradually disappearing. Originally,
very few cross-references could

be found between technical
communication, interface design,
questionnaire design, instructional
design, and public information,
although the problem of evaluating
artifacts has much in common

in all disciplines. In our view, it
may be very helpful for technical
communicators to further explore
the developments in document
evaluation in other disciplines. In
addition to the popular handbooks
on usability testing (see [24]-{26]),
practitioners could benefit as

well from relevant publications
on, for instance, interface design
[27], [28] and instructional design
[29H31]. The same applies to the
methodological research into the
merits and restrictions of various
evaluation approaches. In general
terms, the research problem is

similar in each discipline: what are
the relevant questions to be asked
about the value of evaluation
techniques, and what are the best
research designs for answering
these questions? Although some
caution with respect to the
transferability of results is of
course advisable, the results found
in other disciplines may be quite
informative.

A fourth development is that

the methodology of document
evaluation and usability testing
has gained a place in the academic
research agenda. In Schriver’s
overview on document evaluation
in 1989, the majority of the
empirically based references were
borrowed from research areas
other than document evaluation
[2]. Now, more specific research
is available, varying from case
studies about the practice of
evaluating documents to the
experimental comparison of the
yield of different methods. Given
the enormous variety of evaluation
options, we hope that the methods
of document evaluation and
usability testing will soon be even
higher on the research agenda.

Finally, several attempts can

be seen to systematically use
evaluation results to gain

new insight in communication
processes. Several researchers
have explored whether the
results of usability evaluation can
also be used for more general
purposes than just improving
the artifact evaluated. Schulz

et al. [32] carried out a post

hoc analysis of usability test
results to explore the relationship
between user-generated and
designer-generated metaphors.
They discovered that users

often stick to the metaphors
they bring to the task and get
confused if there is a mismatch
between user-generated and
designer-generated metaphors.
Bachiochi et al. [33] describe how
usability testing was used to decide
on the optimal navigational aids
for websites. Other publications
present various design guidelines
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based on the results of a series
of usability tests [8], [34], [35].
Although the step from test
results to guidelines is not
explicitly accounted for in these
publications, the basic idea of
trying to translate usability test
results in design guidelines seems
to be very useful.

ABOUT THE ARTICLES

In this special issue, we

have collected a variety of
articles, reflecting many of the
developments described above.
The variety of the articles concerns
not only the evaluation methods
addressed and the artifacts the
methods were used on, but also
the research questions about the
evaluation methods and the types
of research carried out to answer
these questions. Together, the six
articles highlight various aspects of
document evaluation and usability
testing, both for practitioners who
want to include serious evaluation
activities in their design processes
and for researchers who are
interested in joining us in future
research efforts in this area.

The first contribution is a
state-of-the-art overview. De Jong
and Schellens present an outline
of the available research on the
topic of document evaluation

(the other contributions in this
special issue not included). The
overview is restricted to empirical
studies actually putting the merits
and restrictions of evaluation
approaches to the test. They
expressly try to integrate research
stemming from various disciplines,
such as technical communication,
instructional design, questionnaire
design, public information, as well
as interface and Web design. The
overview can serve as an inventory
of what is empirically known about
document evaluation and as the
beginning of a research agenda.

In the area of technical
communication, think-aloud
user protocols are one of the most
widely used current approaches.
Two of the articles in this special

issue focus on the design of this
type of usability testing. Their
merit is that they discuss aspects
of usability testing that often seem
to be taken for granted in practice,
in handbooks, and in the research
literature.

Boren and Ramey focus on the
role of the facilitator during
usability test sessions. They
discuss the tenability of the
classical theoretical assumptions
about verbal reports by Ericsson
and Simon [36] as a basis for
think-aloud usability testing. For a
long time, usability professionals
seem to have relied on this classic
work to justify their test practices.
Boren and Ramey observed in

a field study that Ericsson and
Simon’s guidelines for think-aloud
research are often violated in
practice. Instead of immediately
blaming usability professionals
for irresponsible behavior,

they explore whether the strict
guidelines for think-aloud research
are indeed applicable to usability
testing and propose an alternative
“speech communication”
approach.

Van Waes discusses another
design variation of think-aloud
user protocols. He focuses on the
tasks given to the participants
in a usability test. Van Waes
distinguishes between three
types of tasks—simple searching,
application, and prediction—and
shows in a qualitative analysis of
think-aloud data that each task
type may lead to the detection of
different types of user problems.

The fourth contribution to this
special issue compares the
results of think-aloud user
protocols to those of an alternative
evaluation approach. Ummelen
and Neutelings investigate the
“reactivity” of alternative ways to
track the selection behavior of
documents users (i.e., the extent
to which both methods affect the
ways participants behave and
perform in a test situation). In this
study, think-aloud user protocols
are experimentally compared to

the “click & read method” that
Ummelen [37] originally developed
to gain insight in the extent to
which participants use procedural
and declarative information in
manuals.

The remaining two articles in this
special issue are case studies
focusing on two entirely different
aspects of document evaluation.
Both case studies address issues
that are current in technical
communication, though neither
has received much attention in the
research.

Evans describes the development
of a set of research-based
guidelines for websites. Especially
for the World Wide Web, many
guidelines and heuristics are
available, but the empirical
foundation of the advice contained
in them is often unclear [38].
Evans tries to formulate guidelines
based explicitly on the results of
empirical research. Her case study
demonstrates that the process of
developing such research-based
guidelines is problematic and far
from straightforward. Based on her
own experiences, Evans explains
what a more considered guideline
development process might look
like.

Finally, Lentz and Hulst present a
case study about the evaluation
of multilingual documents.

They describe an extensive
document evaluation project

in which they combined
expert-judgment-focused and
reader-focused methods to test
various language versions of a
public information brochure.
Many of the difficulties they faced
concerned the overall problem

of “cognitive distribution” (i.e.,
the required knowledge may be
available in an organization, but it
is divided among different persons
who have trouble communicating
their experiences to each other and
who cannot control each other’s
activities).

Together, the articles in this special
issue provide a diverse overview



240

IEEE TRANSACTIONS ON PROFESSIONAL COMMUNICATION, VOL. 43, NO. 3, SEPTEMBER 2000

of the work in progress in this
fascinating area of research. Much
progress has been made in the past
decade, but many questions still
exist. The growing body of research
does not necessarily make things
easier for practitioners who want
to carry out a well-considered
usability test. On the contrary,
research may urge us to reconsider
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