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Explorer is an app developed in partnership with the American Museum of Natural
History. The app provides guests of the museum with recommendations, directions,
and information about exhibits. Unlike similar apps, Explorer can be used by
guests before they arrive at the museum in order to prepare them for their visit.
The app has more than 100 thousand downloads on the Google Play store and
an average rating of 3.9 stars across both Apple and Android devices.These
statistics make Explorer the third most popular museum app in the world behind
the Rijksmuseum and British Museum applications.
In order to increase Explorer’s ratings even further, three usability experts were
tasked with conducting a heuristic evaluation of the app to test two of its most
promoted functions-- selecting custom interests in order to generate recommended
exhibits and interacting with the map. The set of heuristics used to conduct this
evaluation were those defined by the Neilsen Norman Group.
From this evaluation,16 unique issues were encountered and four recommendations
were provided in order to address these issues. It is believed that once these
recommendaitons are implemented, the Explorer app will increase its overall rating
and be able to retain more users. These unique recommendations are listed below:
Recommendation #1: Create Introduction Screens
Recommendation #2: Include Context
Recommendation #3: Provide Confirmation
Recommendation #4: Reconfigure the Map

              































 

 

 


 
 
     


     
    


  

 
  

 


           






















This heuristic evaluation report discusses the findings and recommendations
generated through a heuristic evaluation of the mobile app Explorer.
This app is intended to be used by guests of the American Museum of Natural
History. With 45 permanent exhibits, the app was designed to alleviate any stress
a visitor of the museum might be feeling as it allows them to plan their day at the
museum in advance and navigate their way inside the museum upon their arrival.
The main areas of the app that these tasks centered around were the Home page,
the Interests page, and the Map as depicted below in Figures 1-3. These areas
were chosen in order to assess the experience of a user who has already chosen
to visit the American Museum of Natural History and is simply trying to plan ahead.





 



In order to evaluate the usability of this app, three usability experts preformed a
hueristic evaluation. This evaluation prompted the experts to complete two tasks
as defined by the lead evaluator, and note any problems that were encountered
while completing the outlined tasks. The goal of such an evaluation was to assess
any problems that were encountered through Neilsen’s Ten Usability Heuristics
in order to provide a set of recommendations to improve the experience of those
using the Explorer app in the future.






















 









The heuristic evaluation was developed in 1990 as a way to systematically test
a website’s usability. This evaluation is to be completed by usability experts who
use a set of usability principles, otherwise known as heuristics, to determine what
types of problems exist in an interface.
This evaluation method has the advantage of providing quick feedback that can
be converted to an action list of issues to solve within an interface. One drawback
to keep in mind while evaluating this report is the potential that not all usability
issues are always uncovered. Due to this, it might be necessary for further
usability testing to be conducted in order to detect all problems.



 

In order to gain a better understanding of how usable the Explorer app is, three
usability experts were tasked with the following

Welcome to New York City! Now that you’e here, it’s time to check out one of the

most famous museums in the country, the American Museum of Natural History.
Famous for its 45 permanent exhibit halls, there’s a lot to explore which is where the
Explorer app can come in handy. 
  
You want to plan out your day at the museum in advance by expressing your
interests. This will help the app recommend which exhibits you should experience. 
Navigate to the Interests page of the Explore app
Select different categories that seem interesting to you
Check out these exhibits on the Home page of the app







The museum is huge so in order to get a better idea of where you’ll be
going you decide to check out the map before arriving. 
Find the map of the museum
Use the map to find some of the exhibits you expressed interest in
Assess how the map can help you plan a route to visit these exhibits
These scenarios allow the usability experts direct interaction with the features
that the app highlights. By selecting interests and planning your day, the app is
unlike other museum apps as it is intended to be used before and during your
day at the American Museum of Natural History.
Once the usability experts had a few moments to download and explore the basic
functionality of the app, they were provided about 20 minutes to accomplish the
tasks listed above. Each step of the tasks were completed while acknowledging
potential problems and evaluating which heuristics or set of heuristics the
problem(s) violated. After this list was generated, each problem was given a
severity ranking from 0 to 4, with 0 representing “Not a Problem” and 4 representing
“Catastrophe”.


In order to base this evaluation amongst the same criteria for all usability experts,
it was decided that the set of heuristics to be followed were those defined by the
Neilsen Norman group.
By selecting only one set of heurisitics to follow, consistency is added to the study
as each usability expert will be following the same set of guidelines. The list of
these heuristics are below:



 
H1: Visibility of System Status
H2: Match between the System and the Real World
H3: User Control and Freedom
H4: Consistency and Standards
H5: Error Prevention
H6: Recognition rather than Recall
H7: Flexibility and Efficiency of Use
H8: Aesthetic and Minimalist Design
H9: Help Users Recognize, Diagnose, and Recover from Errors
H10: Help and Documentation

     
0 - Not a Problem: The issue does not interfere with usability
1 - Cosmetic Problem: The issue does not present that severe of a usability
issue and therefore only needs fixing if time allows for it
2 - Minor Problem: The issue is minor and fixing it is a low priority
3 - Major Problem: The issue is major and fixing it is a high priority
4 - Catastrphic Problem: The issue is so severe that it is imperative that it is
fixed before the product can be released

For more information on heuristics and their severity ratings, refer to the Appendix.



        

















































Out of the sixteen problems identified by the usability experts, a few major themes
emerged. These themes are explored in the sections below and recommendations
on how the problems should be addressed are provided







  



 

The first problem seen with the app was a lack of context users received when
they landed on the Home page. There was a lack of guidance for how the user
would best be able to get the full functionality out of the app and content provided
was ambiguous, leaving a user without the grounding needed to have meaningful
interactions.
The specific usability problems that this first recommendation intends to address
are Issue #4, Issue #11 and Issue #15. Further explanation of these issues are as
follows:
Issue #4: The Interests page is not immediately apparent
Issue #11: There is no context on why certain exhibits are recommended
Issue #15: There is no indication of how the user is supposed to interact
with the map
Since the Explorer app serves a unique function as a museum app that is meant
to be used before one visits the museum, it must do extra work to make its users
aware of this functionality. One way that other apps have solved this is by
providing preliminary screens that users can interact with before they arrive at the
home screen of the application. These screens offer insight around the intended
functionality and ground the user within this context.



The screens below are designed to offer insight into what these Introduction
Screens would look like. Each individaul screen is meant to resolve one of the
issues presented by the usability experts in the order in which they’ve been
numbered.





    
    

    
    


    
    

    
     

     
    














     
      
  

 




   

In addition to the lack of context provided for the functionality of the app, usability
experts also addressed that they were often left wondering how the exhibits
recommended mapped back to the Interests they had indicated.



In particular, the specific issues that address this lack of context are Issue #12
and Issue #14. These issues were pointed out by both Expert A and Expert C
and are defined below:
Issue #12: The list of exhibits on the Home page do not indicate which
interest they relate to
Issue #14: Map items do not indicate which interest they relate to
These issues could be addressed simply by grouping exhibits by the interest
they relate to. By doing this, the app will help visitors plan their day as they will
have the knowledge to decide if they want to focus on visiting all exhibits that
relate to a particular Interest at once rather than jumping between Interests.
The figure below gives insight into what the Home page of the app would look
like if the recommended exhibits were grouped by interest and directly responds
to Issue #12. For context, the figure to the left, Figure #7, shows what the Home
screen looks like today.

               
























  







  



    
 







 
One of the more severe sets of issues that usability experts had with the Explorer
app was the lack of feedback they had when interacting with the Interests page.
On this page, users are presented with a list of interests that the musuem caters to
and users may switch the toggle next to these individual interests on or off in order
to customize what is recommended to them.
There are two issues with this experience that are detailed below, Issue #5 and
Issue #6. The first, addresses the fact that the user is not given any confirmation
that the changes that were made to this page have been saved. The second,
Issue #6, relates the inability for a user to reset this interests page back to the
default.
Issue #5: No feedback to indicate that the app has saved the interests
that the user selected
Issue #6: There is no way for a user to reset their interests back to the
default or previously selected set
In order to address these two issues it is recommended that the interface include
two simple changes. The first of these changes is to include the functionality for
a user to “Undo” and “Redo” the decisions made when updating their interests.
This button will take memory load off the user to remember prior states and
support the correction of unintended actions.
The second proposed change is to include a confirmation banner that the users
interests have been saved. As it currently stands, the user must simply exit the
Interests page to return to the Home page. Although the exhibits listed on the
Home page are changed, there is no expicit feedback from the system which
forces users to look out for this subtle change.
Two mockups are provided below to demonstrate what these recommendations
would look like in practice.



  




 




  

  


  

44% of the problems encountered by usability experts had to do with the map
feature. The map provided by the Explorer app was found to be difficult to work with.
While some issues had to do with cosmetic problems such as the map feature’s
inability to be dispalyed in full screen, other issues had to do with the actual
functionality of the map.
Experts encountered the issue that exhibits would often be hidden behind others
making it extremely difficult for a user to hone in on each particular exhibit
recommended to them. In addition, the labels for exhibits on the map often got in
the way of interacting with it.



A list of all seven issues are presented below:
Issue #1: The map is too small for a user to effectivley interact with it
Issue #2: The labels on map icons aren’t detailed enough
Issue #3: The locations on the map do not give an indication of the floor
Issue #9: Some map items are hidden unless zoomed in on
Issue #10: Labels on the map get in the way of effectively using it
Issue #14: Map items do not indicate the interest they relate to
Issue #15: There is no indication for how the user should interact with
the map
While the functionality issues like Issue #9 and Issue #10 must be addressed
by reprogramming the map to provide smoother interactions, other issues can
be addressed through the following set of recommendations:
 
The user should be able to expand the map feature to make it the full size of the
user’s screen. 
 
Additional context should be provided to the map so that labels indicate which
interest they relate to and provide information on which floor the user can find
the labeled exhibit. 
 
If the user struggles to interact with the map or there is a period of inaction, the
app should provide a animation overlayed on top of it showing that the user can
pinch and zoom across the map to find exhibits. 



 




















Explorer is the third most popular app of its kind and boasts over 100 thousand
downloads on the Google Play store. What makes this app unique is the users’
ability to personalize it to their unique interests and get custom recommendations
on which exhibits to visit.
By conducting a heuristic evaluation, three usability experts were able to find
sixteen unique problems that were addressed through the recommendations
provided. By providing more context to orient the user through introduction
screens, inlcuding feedback when changes are made, and reconfiguring the map
to be more usable, it is believed that the Explorer app will rise in popularity.



 
















        
      
The system should always keep users informed about what is going on, through
appropriate feedback within reasonable time. 
       
The system should speak the users’ language, with words, phrases and concepts
familiar to the user, rather than system-oriented terms. Follow real-world conventions,
making information appear in a natural and logical order. 
     
Users often choose system functions by mistake and will need clearly marked
“emergency exits” to leave the unwanted state without having to go through
extended dialogue. Support undo and redo. 
     
Users should not have to wonder whether different words, situations, or actions
mean the same thing. Follow platform conventions. 
     
Even better than good error messages is careful design which prevents a problem
    
  



 
Minimize the users’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. 
       
Accelerators, unseen by the novice user, may often speed up the interaction for the

    
   
Dialogues should not contain information which is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every
extra unit of information in a dialogue competes with the relevant information and
diminishes their relative visibility. 
   
Error messages should be expressed in plain language (no codes), precisely indicate
the problem, and constructively suggest a solution. 
   
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 comcrete steps to be carried out, and not
be too large. 




The four usability experts contributed to the following set of data when completing
tasks through the Explorer app.
Evaluator A: 10 problems
Evaluator B: 2 problems
Evaluator C: 8 problems
       16
 problems (average of 5.33 problems per evaluator)
     12
 problems were identified by only one evaluator
The figures below depict charts representing the different severity ratings that
the usability experts identified.

       

    


























The table displayed below lists the problem areas identified in the Explorer app
and provides information on which heuristic was violated, which usability
expert detected the problem, and the severity of the issue. Problems are grouped
by this severity ranking.



16 problems
(average of 5.33 problems per evaluator)





12 problems were identified by only one evaluator
The map is too small for a
user to effectively interact with

H1, H7, H10

3

4

4

4

4

The labels of map locations
aren’t detailed enough

H1, H2

The locations on the map did
not give an indication of the
floor they were on or directions
on how to get there

H5, H8

4

4

H1, H4, H10

3

3

The Interests page is not
immediately apparent
No feedback to indicate that
the app has saved the
interests the user selected

H1, H5

3

3







No way for a user to reset their
interests back to the default

H3

3

Search only told you which
floor an exhibit was on

H5

 






3

3

3

16 problems (average of 5.33 problems per evaluator)
3
3
3
Searching only returned
H5, H7
12
problems
were
identified
by
only
one
evaluator
results if the exact name of the
exhibit was entered

Some map items are hidden
unless zoomed in on

H1

3

Images used to label map
items got in the way of
effectively using the map

H7, H8

No context for why certain
exhibits are recommended

H1, H4

1

H6

2

The list of exhibits on the
Home page does not indicate
the interest they relate to

3

3

3

3

3

2

2







H7

2

2

Map items do not indicate the
Interest they relate to

H1, H6

2

2

There is no indication of how
the user is able to interact with
the map

H6

2

2

The “Search Floor” feature was
unnecessary as one can
simply select floors

H8

 
No results are shown when the
user searches for “Interests”



1



1
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