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Census Bureau 
Demographic Surveys Online

• Census Quality Survey (live summer 2010)
• National Survey of College Graduates (live)
• American Community Survey (ACS)- goes live 

Spring 2011
• Puerto Rico Community Survey (PRCS) – also 

goes live Spring 2010
• More coming soon!
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
As Mary talked about previously, we did four rounds of usability testing on the ASCs (the last was in 2 sub-rounds) and 1 on the PRCS. The PRCS has the same content as the ACS, but it the background is a different color and the default language is Spanish instead of English. 

We also did 2 rounds of testing on the Census Quality Survey, or CQS. The CQS)was conducted in order to estimate measurement error, such as simple response variance, from a census Internet questionnaire compared to that from a census paper questionnaire.


It was very interesting to be able to see the similarities and differences among these surveys over the past 2 years having had to privilege to over see these usability tests.



Small Sampler of Findings
• ACS, PRCS, and CQS- commonalities, 

similarities, and differences
• Benefits of Iterative Testing
• Advantages of Iterative Testing

1. Login Screen- Improvements through iterative testing
2. Roster & Residence Rules
3. Progress Indicator
4. Use (or lack thereof) of “Help” Links
5. Grid formatted yes/no question (ACS/PRCS Facilities 

& Insurance)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is definitely not an exhaustive list of issues uncovered in testing, and not all are necessarily unique to these surveys or to the Internet mode itself. I’ve tried to touch on some issues that can be generalizable to Web surveys in general and not just those from the Census Bureau. 

You may notice white blotches on the screen shots where participant names have been deleted for privacy reasons.

Among some other findings not explicitly covered today: 

* Although ACS and PRCS were numbered to match paper form, and skip patterns made numbers nonlinear, no participants commented on this or fixated on the change in numbers. It seems reasonable to say they did not notice the change in numbering at all.
*PRCS Ps had more of a tendency to read the whole question and instructions where applicable. 




1. Login-Screen
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ACS Round 2 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Participants had some initial problems entering their user ID (or household ID) to enter the surveys across all three due to typos and some issues anticipating whether there would be an auto-tabbing function or not, but the most interesting finding probably came from the largest round of ACS testing, the second round, which had 50 people participate in it.  This is an example of a mailing label with Household ID from this testing.

During planning, the team couldn’t have anticipated the various problems that people had with understanding the functionality of an example login ID and label with respect to login instructions. 

Here is an image of the mailing label with the Household ID that the participant had to enter from the second round of testing. Although different versions of the mailing materials were tested along with the survey, I will only talk about the wireframe survey that we tested. All the participants had mailing labels like this to use for logging into the survey.
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1. Login-Screens

ACS Login Screen Round 2 – 9s 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first iteration of screen in rounds 1 and 1 of usability testing had both the HHID and PIN in the numeric string beneath the bar code. This method was phased out and currently, only the HHID, now called the user ID (VERIFY XX) is now on the label. The PIN is randomly generated once the user ID is correctly answered and the respondent address has been verified and is only needed to re-enter the survey is R logs out, times out, or otherwise exits the survey.
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Round 2 Login Screen
•Participant enters the example 

numbers

Participant 34

Presenter
Presentation Notes
16 participants did this
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Participant enters the spaces with the Household ID 
(HHID)

Round 2 Login Screen

Participant 32

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Despite the instruction not to enter spaces, 10 participants still did this. 


One woman in Round 2 even commented, “I’m looking for whether I should enter the spaces or not, but it’s not on here.” She did not see it until the debriefing interview. 
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Round 2 Login Screen - Xs
The example numbers were replaced with Xs.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
During the course of testing, the numbers were changed to Xs for both the Web example image and the cardstock instruction card to see if this would alleviate the problem. 

The big question was whether or not this change was enough to motivate participants to look for a number elsewhere in their materials.
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Round 2 LoginScreen
3 of the 4 of the participants who saw this 

option put in the Xs from the example image 
(and spaces)

Participant 41

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Three out of four people who saw this example entered the Xs and spaces. 
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Round 2 Login Screen
The image was changed again to include #s

The word “example” was also added to the image

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The image was changed again to pound signs, which had a blurrier appearance. 
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Round 2 LoginScreen

Participant 45

Participant entered it correctly

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Using pound signs seemed go help resolve the issue for this round of testing. However, it did not solve the other issues with the login screen. 
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Round 2 Test Screen: Welcome Screen

The last participant entered both the ACS and 
SEQ lines and included the spaces

Participant 50

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These unexpected issues with the household ID and password indicate that further testing should be done to determine what the optimal way to display an example login is for this instrument. 

The difference between the Xs and the # signs could be that the pound sign frequently represented a numeric character and carries some extra semantic meaning that the X does not. 



Login Screen

• No one entered #s for the following rounds of 
ACS testing

• The image was also changed for CQS before the 
fully programmed instrument was tested
– Also no #s entered

• Perhaps this is the best method (so far) of 
presenting an example user ID
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2.  Roster & Residence Rules

• In general, Ps have some difficulty with deciding whom 
to include on their list of household residents
– Esp. in complex household (e.g., commuters, shared custody, 

boarding school students, roomers and boarders, etc.)
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2.  Roster & Residence Rules

20CQS PEOPLE



2.  Roster & Residence Rules
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ACS ROSTER A



2.  Roster & Residence Rules
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PRCS ROSTER A
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2.  Roster & Residence Rules
Rounds 3 & 4A: ACS ROSTER B Duplication –name added 
to Roster A and then again at Roster B

Heatmap Round 3- n=30

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The instrument wasn’t fully functional until Round 3. 

Heatmap – red areas received most fixations, green the least. No color = no fixations.
Way too much attention paid to list and no one read the question.



2.  Roster & Residence Rules
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
New Format- The instrument was changed halfway through Round 4 to move the names after the question at the recommendation of the usability team. There were no more such duplications for the second part of Round 4 or the PRCS testing. 

ANYONE ELSE also put in caps


4 people out of about 45 in two rounds of testing did this, so though although 4 is a small number, it is a relatively high rate for lab testing. 



2.  Roster & Residence Rules
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CQS Miss Screen

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Followed a slightly different format, but used a bulleted list of examples. No duplications – could be a more intuitive format. Also says “Names listed” and then says “Other than the names listed....”



2.  Roster & Residence Rules
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• Important to make the point of Roster B/MISS 
type screens clear

• To include additional people NOT already listed. 
• When possible, ask the question first before giving 

a list of names.



3.  Progress Indicator

• Although a non-clickable progress indicator was 
added to each of the 3 surveys, no participants 
reliably used it

• Eye-tracking shows little interest in the feature in 
its current form 
– Ps only really glanced at it when something changed

• CQS is much shorter than ACS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mary already gave a detailed description about the progress indicator in her talk, so I won’t go into the background in much detail.



3.  Progress Indicator
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time the progress indicator appears on the CQS instrument. Ps looked at it when it appeared and one tried to click on it and would have immediately learned it was not functional as a navigational tool or hyperlink. 



3.  Progress Indicator
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CQS Relationship 1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time the Progress indicator changed appearance – no fixations. 



3.  Progress Indicator
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time the Progress Indicator appeared on the ACS instrument in Round 4B (no fixations).



3.  Progress Indicator
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time it changed to the first housing question (type of unit).  No fixations.



3.  Progress Indicator
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Name Here
Name Here

Name Here
Name Here

ACS PSELECT Screen 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
PICK NEXT PERSON OR PSELECT SCREEN GET attention- names are information they entered themselves- more interactively engaged with content.



3.  Progress Indicator
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time the Progress Indicator appeared on the PRCS instrument. Ps did look at it briefly.




3.  Progress Indicator
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is the first time it changed to the first housing question (type of unit).  No fixations.



3.  Progress Indicator
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Name Here
Name Here
Name Here

Name Here
Name Here

PRCS PSELECT Screen 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
PICK NEXT PERSON OR PSELECT SCREEN GET attention- names are information they entered themselves- more interactively engaged with content.



3.  Progress Indicator
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• Should consider clickable content in the future for 
progress indicator

• Possibly examine and test other locations and 
designs for static design

• Did not seem to have negative impact. How can 
positive impact be improved?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
PICK NEXT PERSON OR PSELECT SCREEN GET attention- names are information they entered themselves- more interactively engaged with content.



4. Use of “Help” Links

• Across all 3 surveys, Ps did not tend to use the 
help links

• For each link that was used, only 1-2 Ps used it
– Some people tended to click on help links more than 

others – inflated help link usage rates
• Possibly not prominent enough and/or Ps possibly 

won’t click help no matter how prominent it is
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
CQS only had demographic questions like sex and race, so perhaps the content was not complex enough to encourage Ps to click help.



4. Use of “Help” Links
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CQS Relationship 1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Relationship 1 on CQS- read whole question except help.



4. Use of “Help” Links
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ACS Relationship 1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Skimmed Q except help.



4. Use of “Help” Links
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PRCS Relationship 1

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here, the link was looked at, but never clicked. Fixations are all over the place, but no one clicks on help. 



5. Grid-Formatted Questions 
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• For complex questions with multiple sub-
questions, two questions on the ACS were 
formatted as grids
– Consistent with other modes
– Facilities and Insurance questions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The CQS, which only included the 10 2010 Census questions and one additional item, did not include this question. 

Should be 13 clicks on each “No” questions. For all these surveys, Ps tended to only click one “Yes” re



5. Grid-Formatted Questions 
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ACS Facilities

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Almost everyone answered YES to each question. Each part stood out as distinct to participants as a separate inquiry that had to be answered. This did not hold true for the insurance question. 



5. Grid-Formatted Questions 
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ACS Insurance (Round 1)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
People tended to read down and then try to enter their answers in the field at the bottom. Most participants did not notice the Yes/No options until after clicking the field and discovering they could not enter anything because the instrument required clicking Yes first.

Most Ps only clicked one Yes response even after figuring it out.



5. Grid-Formatted Questions 
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ACS Insurance (Round 5)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Yes/No options were put in bold and moved away from the question to make them stand out more. The instruction “Select Yes or No for each type of coverage in item a-h was moved out as a separate line.

Seems to have solved the issue with the text field, but most Ps still only clicked the one or two Yes responses that applied to them. This is OK because ACS has post-processing analyses to handle this.



5. Grid-Formatted Question 

45PRCS Insurance

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Should have 11 clicks for most Nos. Most people clicked only one yes, but pattern is similar to round 5 of ACS.

It makes sense that you would pick only one, because it is really a choice among these things, and you are used to say, picking one or two while quickly filling out paper questionnaires that ask a similar question at the doctor’s office. 



5. Grid-Formatted Question 
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• Some questions are better asked as a 
grid format, like the facilities question.

• Consider asking questions like the 
insurance Q as separate questions, 
unless there is a mechanism on the 
back end to easily handle this pattern 
of response

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Should have 11 clicks for most Nos. Most people clicked only one yes, but pattern is similar to round 5 of ACS.



Conclusions/Discussion
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• Iterative usability testing can catch unanticipated 
issues with Web surveys before they go live

• Respondents do not necessarily recognize an 
example user ID, so explicit labels and blurry #s 
are a good way to go

• When rostering, ask questions, then provide lists 
of names if possible. 
• Ps tend not to be good at interp. & applying 

rules 



Conclusions/Discussion
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• Future work should investigate progress indicators 
that are helpful for long surveys with complex skip 
patterns

• If there is information that a P needs to answer a 
question, put it on the screen and not behind a help 
link – it won’t be seen much!

• Grid-formatted questions can work for some 
questions that are intuitively either-or in nature, 
but be careful when it seems like a “select one” 
type of question

• Leave time in the design schedule for usability 
testing! It works!
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Questions?

• Contact Information:
• Kathleen.t.ashenfelter@census.gov
• 301-763-4922
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