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1. Abstract
This paper is a video evaluation of the Pulse News Mini iOS application version 1.0.2. This evaluation was written in addition to a heuristic evaluation of the application. Participants encountered inconsistencies in the interaction with the application. These were identified, categorized and solutions suggested. This is of relevance to the developers of Alphonso Labs and other developers looking to develop based on existing innovative user interface designs of applications available in the iOS AppStore. Furthermore, this can be of interest to usability experts interested in video evaluations conducted with mobile application on the iOS platform. 
2. Introduction

The Pulse News Mini application version 1.0.2 for the iPhone was released on July 20, 2010. Pulse is a news application that allows for tracking of news updates from various subscribed news sources and blogs.  Previously, RSS feed reader applications for the iPhone followed a more standard approach of listing heading titles as text in a list. The application is a companion application to the original Pulse iPad application. The app was developed by a couple of students from Stanford University as a requirement for a course project. The entire development process took 10 weeks to complete. Once released, the application received great coverage in the media for its beautiful design. [1] Apple’s CEO Steve Jobs praised the application for its wonderful design during a keynote for the 2010 World Wide Developer Conference. [2]

In this paper the author conducts a video evaluation of the application. The goal of the paper is to report usability problems discovered to the Aphonso Labs team.  Problems will be identified and solutions will be suggested in order to correct them. In order to explain certain errors and offer possible solutions, the author researched several online development resources regarding the iPhone software development kit. In order to maintain consistency of naming for views and UI components, the Apple HIG will be used.  [3]
3. Related Work

The author of this paper and conductor of the video evaluations previously evaluated the Pulse News Mini app utilizing Usability Heuristic outlined by Jakob Nielsen. [4] In the mentioned paper, the evaluator discovered 8 problems while evaluating the application. It is the goal of the author to re-enforce the found problems if needed and discover new ones with the help of the video evaluation participants. 

4. Evaluation Methods

The video evaluation was performed with 5 participants. These participants were University students at Carleton University.  They were selected to reflect a wide variety of possible users for the application in the App Store. Majors of study of participants varied from Software Engineering, Journalism, Computer Science and Sociology.  All but one participant, who was in 1st year, were in their final years of undergraduate studies.  Their ages raged from 19 to 24 years. Before performing the evaluation, each participant was asked a set of questions in order to assess their familiarity with the topics of news and mobile technology. They all performed a Think Aloud (TA) method of evaluation. This helped the author understand the thinking and understanding of the application each user had. Sessions were not timed due to the added time of the TA method, which would skew results. Upon completing the TA session, participants were asked for feedback on the system and their experience with the app. All sessions were performed on an iPhone 4 with iOS 4.2 installed. The sessions were video recorded in the same room with similar lighting and test situations.  The recording was done with an iSight camera of a MacBook Pro laptop. The laptop was suspended on a stand in order to record the actions of the participants. 
5. Evaluation

5.1. Participant Assessment

In order to assess the results of the participant video evaluation, a set of questions were asked previous to the app evaluation. These questions were composed around the topics of news, web technology, news consumption habits and iOS experience.  The results are displayed below. 
1. Which iOS devices do you have previous experience with?

3 (iPhone)
2 (iPod Touch)


2. Do you own an iOS device?

2 (Yes)
3 (No)



3. Are you familiar with blogs and online news websites?

100% (Yes)




4. How often do you read news websites or blogs?


3 (Daily) 
1 (Rarely)

1 (Weekly)


5. Are you familiar with RSS feeds technology and what it does?


100% (yes)




6. Do you subscribe to any RSS feeds? If yes, how do you organize your RSS feeds?

2 (Google Reader)
3 (No)


7. How do you get your news online?


1 (Social Media)


2 (Web Browsing)


1 (Google Reader Mobile Website)

1 (News Company Mobile Apps)
The results generated interesting participant backgrounds that can be used later to analyze some of the problems identified. All participants had come in contact at one point or another with an iOS device. Majority of participants did not own an iOS device. All were familiar with RSS feeds, yet each consumed news differently online and on their mobile devices. 

5.2. Performed tasks

Participants were asked throughout the evaluation session to perform a number of tasks. First they were to launch the application from the iOS home screen. This was isolated on it’s own home screen. Following the application launch, users were asked to familiarize themselves with the application’s main screen. At this point they were strongly encouraged to think aloud. This helped prepare the participants for the upcoming tasks. Following the familiarization process, users were asked to describe what the expected results of tapping the news sources title in the main screen and then to proceed by tapping it. Upon completing the task, the participants were asked to exit the edit mode and select a news story. There they scrolled through the story, tapped on the news source title and shared the story to Facebook. Finally users managed the news sources by adding searched news sources or featured sources and then removing them. 
5.3. Browsing Main Screen
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Figure 1 - Main Screen view
In the beginning, the participants were asked to browse the main screen and get comfortable browsing though news sources and stories.
The numbers of problems recorded during the video evaluation of the Main Screen view are displayed in Table 1. The participants found an average of 2.2 problems each. The most problems found were 4 and least 1. The problems were identified in the scrolling through news sources and stories, and tapping on the news source title. 

	
	Participants

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Problems
	3
	4
	1
	1
	2


Table 2 - Problem results for Main Screen View

It is interesting to note that 2 of the participants did not scroll horizontally through the stories. They each became aware of the functionality later on in the session. Participants were asked to describe what they see on the screen and to exercise their TA method. 
Problem 1 – Main Screen Complexity
When the main screen was displayed, one of the students was overwhelmed by the information listed on screen. The participant stated: “The titles don’t mean anything to me. All I can do is just look at the images.” When asked to elaborate, the student mentioned that the names of the news sources didn't mean anything to them due to the unfamiliarity with the content. In this case the content was tech news. It’s important to state that the default featured news sources of the application were loaded on the main screen. These were: GigaOM, Read Write Web, Mashable! and TUAW. The branding of the various titles might have been the cause of the confusion. 
Categorization

User experienced the problem when first displayed the main screen. The error is caused by design since the initial news sources loaded in the application are chosen by the development team. The lack of knowledge of the topics leads to the cause of the problem. This can be experienced by novice users which become overwhelmed and quit the application. 
Suggested Solution

The experimenter suggests changing the news sources displayed on screen upon first loading the application to ones either diverse or neutral in subject matter. This would be a more welcoming main screen offering general information most users can relate to.
Problem 2 – Tapping News Source Title

One of the tasks users were given to accomplish in the Main Screen view was to tap on the News Source Tile. Only 2 of the participants did this correctly.  The remaining tapped on a story that brought them to the Story view. Some of the participants had difficulty tapping on the title. Some ended up tapping on a story by accident while one tapped on the Manage Sources button by accident.
The expected results of tapping on the news source title differed between users. Participants expected:

· To be re-directed to the news sources  website

· To be displayed only the stories from that particular source
· To be able to search for articles by the particular news source 
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Figure 2 - Editing Source Title
Categorization

This problem is caused by design.  The user faces this problem when trying to tap on the news sources title displayed on the main screen. This is an interaction element problem, which is difficult to activate. The user does not expect the results of the action. Users interpret the result wrong and end up with the edit prompt. 
Suggested Solution

The experimenter suggests removing the functionality to tap the news source title. Should users still need to edit the title of their news sources, they could simply do that from the Manage Sources view. This would also group all the settings under one option. 
Problem 3 – The Love Pulse Button
The participants were asked to describe the functionality of the icons presented on the Main Screen. All icons, but one were identified correctly. The users did not know the functionality of the heart icon. When examining the icons functionality, users mentioned they did not understand why this is an important enough feature for the main screen. 
Categorization

Users experience this problem when tapping the “Love Pulse!” button on the Main Screen. This is an interaction element problem found only on the main screen. The problem is also a design error caused by poor imaging of the functionality. 
Suggested Solution

The experiment suggests either changing the icon to something more indicative of its functionality or relocating it to the application settings page. 

5.4. Reading Stories
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Figure 3 - Story view
When in the story view, the users were asked to skim and scroll through the story, tap the news source title at the bottom of the screen, and share the story. 

A total of 9 errors were discovered when observing the participants. Each participant had an average of 2 problems while browsing the Story view.
	
	Participants

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Problems
	2
	3
	2
	2
	1


Table 3 - Problem results for Story view

Problem 4 – Scrolling to top
Participants were asked to scroll through the story. They were asked to scroll all the way to the bottom of the screen and then back up to the top. 3 participants scrolled back up to the top of the story, while the other 2 tapped on the status bar in order to scroll all the way to the top.  The 2 participants expected this functionality. 
Categorization

This is a design error classified as an interaction style problem. The users don’t get the expected results when tapping the status bar. The problem is inconsistent by not having standard functionality iOS applications already have. 
Suggested Solution

The evaluator suggests implementing the scrollToTop function available in iOS views. This would alleviate the problem and follow the solution that a number of apps are currently using.

Problem 5 – Story Blog Links
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Figure 4 - Recessed source title
While scrolling though the story 3 of the participants tapped on the title hyperlink for the blog posts and sharing hyperlinks at the bottom of the blog post by accident.  This redirected the users to a website via built-in browser in the app. 

Categorization

This is an accidental error. The developers are most likely importing the RSS feed for the blog that contains the hyperlinks in blog posts. This is an interaction element problem discovered by users when accidentally tapping on hyperlinks within blog posts.
Suggested Solution

The solution for this problem can be to parse the hyperlinks and remove them prior to loading the story. Some hyperlinks in the body of the blog post make sense to keep as the editor added them in order to complement the story.  Seeing as the application already has its own sharing functionality, removing the share links would not eliminate something the user needs. 
Problem 6 – Sharing Story to Facebook
As part of the Story view evaluation, participants shared stories via the share functionality.  2 of the participants tried sharing via the blog post sharing hyperlinks, while the others used the share button located at the top of the Story view. When sharing to Facebook via the application the users expressed frustration to input credentials and would have liked to receive feedback the story was shared to their Facebook wall. Furthermore, the experimenter had difficulty and was unsuccessful at logging out the current logged in Facebook account. 
Categorization
The Facebook sharing problems are by design of the Facebook iPhone Software Development Kit (SDK). [5] This utilizes the OAuth authentication prompt displayed to users. After being prompted for their credentials, users are re-directed back to the application. This problem causes for distraction and can discourage users from sharing stories. 

Suggested Solution

The experimenter suggests updating the authentication system to Facebook’s Single Sign On. [6] This allows for authentication via the built-in Facebook app on iOS and authenticating only once. The Alphonso Labs developers also need to fix the error that doesn’t allow the user to sign out of their Facebook account. This can be useful when another user would like to share the story on their own Facebook feed. 
5.5. Manage Sources
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Figure 5 - Manage Sources view
The participants were asked to manage their news sources by adding a featured news source and searching for a news source by keyword. Furthermore, the participants were also asked to remove each of the news sources they added. 
Participants ran into 6 problems in the Manage Sources scenario. Each participant identified on average 1.2 problems. The results are displayed in Table 
	
	Participants

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Problems
	1
	1
	2
	1
	1


Table 4 - Problems in Manage Sources
Problem 7 – Exiting Search Source View
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Figure 6 - Search sources view
Participants were asked to browse to the Search Sources view and search for a blog in order to add it. Users found a source in order to add it to the Main Screen view. The user is not given the same exit path provided previous to searching. This is due to the navigation bar being replaced by the search box and ‘Cancel’ button. Three of the participants tapped on Manage sources in order to reach the familiar navigation bar with the ‘Done’ button. 
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Figure 7 - Searched sources displayed
Categorization

This is a design error by the developers with a level of interaction element since it is only present in only one place. When the user decides to browse back to the main screen they are left confused as to what the next steps are in the current view.  This is a complex screen design due to the lack of highlight on the exit path. 
Suggested Solution
The experimenter suggests adding the search text box and ‘Cancel’ button below the navigation bar. This would leave the exit option the user is familiar with throughout the settings views. This improves consistency within the app. 
Problem 8 – Removing Searched/Featured Source View
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Figure 8 - Featured sources view
After adding a featured or search news source and making sure it was displayed in the main screen view, users were asked to remove it. Users returned to the application settings via the button on the main screen navigation bar. The previous view is displayed when returning back to the settings. This happened to be either the Featured or Search source views. (Figure for Featured) Four of the participants attempted to remove the source from one of the 2 views. After noticing there are no results from their action, users started analyzing the possible options and found the Manage Sources view. From there, they removed the source successfully. 
Categorization

This is a design error that was encountered by almost all participants in the evaluation. This is found in multiple views (Featured and Search).  The user would like to remove the source and get the interpretation wrong. 
Suggested Solution

The experimenter suggests implementing the removal and addition of sources across all views in order to provide the user with multiple ways of achieving their goal. An alternative would also be to open the Manage Sources view each time the user launches the settings. This should expose the remove functionality to the user.

5.6. Participant Feedback

Upon completing the TA evaluation with the participants, the experimenter asked a number of questions in order to note some observations that might not have been covered during the evaluation. Below are the questions and results. 

1. What were troubling tasks you encountered?

· Searching for a news source based on keyword. (3)

· Sharing to Facebook. (2)

· Tapping on title in main screen (2)

· Familiarization to main screen (1)

2. What are changes you would make to the application?

· Having sources that are neutral rather than tech subjects. (2)

· Seamless Facebook integration. (1)

· More intuitive icon design. (3)
· Removing source title editing functionality on main screen (3)

· Preview of source’s stories prior to adding it (2)
3. Would you use this application on an iOS device?
· Yes (3)

· Yes pending changes (1)

· No (1)
Upon gathering all feedback, it was interesting to note the similarities and patterns in the participants’ feedback. The problems identified mostly dealt with the problems documented by the experimenter through this paper. Despite having a number of problems identified by all participants, many would use the application. 

6. Discussion

The experimenter documented problems with the application prior to the video evaluation. These were identified in a previous heuristic evaluation of the Pulse News Mini application. Eight problems were identified:
1. Lengthy application launch time of 8.06s with lack of feedback.

2. Confusion on the main screen between an advertisement and the company branding.

3. Inconsistent use of scroll to top on the main screen of the application.

4. Accidental launch of news source title on main screen. 

5. Too many icons used in the navigation bar in the main screen. 

6. Inconsistency with news source title tapping in the main screen view. 

7. Inconsistent use of scroll to top in the story view of the application.

8. Inconsistent use of scroll to top on the search source view of the application.

It was interesting to record the problems users encountered when using the application. Of the problems identified in the heuristic evaluation, only 3 were re-enforced.

None of the participants mentioned the load launch time’s length or the branding confusion on the loading screen. The scroll to top functionality was only mentioned by two of the users. This was however only discovered in the Story view. The participants might not have noticed the lack of the feature on the main screen due to sources list being short enough to scroll back up to the top. Majority of users were not aware of the edit title functionality on the main screen and in the feedback session mentioned they would remove it completely. 
The participants showed hesitation when navigating the app using the icons in the main screen. When gathering feedback, a number of them suggested re-designing them to be more intuitive.  This also included removal or relocation of the “Love Pulse!” button on the navigation screen. 
Furthermore, the participants identified problems related to the Main Screen view complexity and story sharing. The managing of news sources proved to be the most challenging part of the evaluation. Users found problems relating to exiting the Search view and removal of sources from the Featured and Search view.

6.1. Threats to Validity

Several potential sources of error and validity concerns need to be emphasized. First, the sharing story process could not be tested fully with each participant. Once the first participant logged into their Facebook account it was not possible to log out that person.  This skipped the step of validating the account, but still provided a prompt asking for permission to post. Second, one of the participants seemed to have begun the session with the intention to critique the application. The experimenter had concerns about the level of severity to assign to the results. Despite the participant’s enthusiasm to critique the application, they encountered fewer problems than the other users. Third, users are presented when first launching the application with a screen overlay describing the functionality of the main screen icons and browsing gestures. These are displayed in Figure 9. The application did not display this the following times it was loaded. This created one participant with more information about the functionality of the application. The experimenter did not find fewer problems than the others. It is difficult to assess the affect of this on the results. 
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Figure 9 - Initial introduction screen
7. Conclusion 

 The Pulse News Mini application offers a new interface to organizing and reading RSS stories on the iPhone. The application evaluated was of version 1.0.2. This made it the 2nd revision after the initial release on the iPhone.  In the very short time span from release to the time of the evaluation the developers have developed an impressive application. This is unfortunately isn’t without problems. The evaluators were quick to discover problems. A number of the errors are due mostly to inconsistencies in the interface and users interaction.  This video evaluation served was completed in order to complement a previous heuristic evaluation of the application conducted by the experimenter. It was the intention of the author to extend his usability evaluation experience and communicate the findings of the evaluation to the developers of the Pulse News Mini app, Alphonso Labs. It would be interesting to evaluate updates released of the application. Analysis of development time for improvements and reviews by users would be beneficial information on applying usability research to mobile application and the financial feasibility. 
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