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Web Site Evaluation

Assessment of information product web sites and the FAVORS evaluation methodology 

Introduction

The purpose of this report is to demonstrate the use of information management principles relating to the evaluation of information resources.  To achieve this, the FAVORS evaluation criteria has been used to evaluate two different information product web sites, http://www.cnn.com (CNN) and http://www.zmag.org/weluser.htm (Znet)

The report firstly presents an overview of the two sites by describing their purpose and intended audiences.  Secondly, an evaluation of both sites using the FAVORS criterion is presented.  The sites are then compared and contrasted in terms of how well they meet their intended purposes against the FAVORS principles.  .  Recommendations for improving the sites as information resources are then made, followed by suggestions for improving the evaluation method by the proposals of addition factors.

Finally, the evaluation process and the effectiveness of the FAVORS methodology are discussed.

Site Descriptions

CNN.com

CNN.com is part of the CNN network which is considered one of the world’s most respected and trusted sources for news and information.   The site was launched in 1995 and offers comprehensive domestic (U.S.A.) and international news coverage 24 hours a day. The Web site features divisions dedicated to world news, local (US) news, business, sports, weather, politics, law, science and technology, space, health, entertainment, travel, education and careers. The site also provides links to affiliates around the United States, as well as a section dedicated to covering important topics in depth. 

Time Warner, CNN’s parent company, considers the site to be a general audience site, which allows access by all interested parties subject to acceptance and adherence to the site’s terms and conditions. 

Users can access information from this site in several ways, including:

· Using the search function (powered by Yahoo) to search by keyword, or phrase.  Searches can be limited to within CNN.com, or can be across the web.

· Displaying the ten most popular stories by clicking a link on the home page.

· Topic or category selection can be made using a menu bar, or by selecting from categorized links at the bottom of the page.  These options allow users to go directly to items within a particular topic e.g. world news, sport, and entertainment.

Zmag.org.weluser.htm 
Znet is an information resource which the creators call “a continuous town meeting and intellectual and activist service center for large sectors of the progressive community”.  The site is extensive and is designed to:

· provide useful information;

· facilitate the exchange ideas;

· engage in online activism; and 

· develop new political programs and unity.  

Topics covered include worldwide political concerns, environmental issues, and human rights targeted ‘watch’ sites for various geographical regions throughout the world.  Content includes over 15,000 articles by leading thinkers and activists in these fields.   The site has a progressive, activist tone and encourages user involvement. 

Znet describes its target audience as “people seeking to understand society and to change it for the better”.  These users are likely to want more in-depth information than may be available in more mainstream news and current awareness publications.

To use the site, users can:

· browse by topic or author; 
· use the full text search functions; or

· select material directly from the ‘top’ page which is essentially a listing of recent articles, grouped by topic.

Table 1 on pages 6-8 summarises results of the evaluation of the sites using the FAVORS criteria as a basis for assessment.

Evaluation according to FAVORS criteria

Page 1 of table
Page 2 of table 

page 3 (of 3) of table
Discussion

The evaluation highlights similarities, differences, as well as relative strengths and weaknesses of both sites.  
CNN and Znet are quite similar in that they both offer information products and services to the general public and interested parties.  Both have relatively broad audiences and because of the nature of current events, usage of the sites may be subject to dramatic fluctuations.  Both sites are extensive in the range and volumes of information contained within them, and provide global coverage.  While both sites provide information in alternative languages, there may be loss of /differences in the content offered in languages other than English, as in both cases alternative language is offered on different sites which may not be subject to the same quality processes as the main site.  On both sites, it was difficult to ascertain information about the organizations that support the websites – the majority of information for CNN was found through its parent company, Time Warner, while Znet had the information on site, but it was difficult to locate.  A final similarity is that both sites offer a mix of free and subscriber (charged) services.

The differences between the sites relate mainly to three areas:
1. Content

CNN presents information on a wide range of topics, and compares itself to a ‘public library’ in its scope, whereas Znet focuses of areas of specific concern in a social sense, and has a narrower range of topics.  While the content on Znet is also covered on CNN, very different perspectives are presented.

2. Site Design
CNN tends to follow more accepted conventions as far as web design and it has a very consistent user interface.  On the other hand, Znet does not seem to have defined a standard, and as a result there are many different interfaces presented – some better than others as fare as ease of use.

3. Advertising
CNN has a large amount of advertising on their site from selling products and services to paid political announcements.  Znet has no paid advertising or political announcements.  
Strengths and Weaknesses
The evaluation shows CNN’s major strengths to be factors such as breadth, currency, coverage and the readability of its content, and the provision of information in different formats i.e. text, audio and video for many stories and issues.  
As for Znet, because it only focuses on a limited number of issues, coverage tends to be in-depth with alternative perspectives presented than may be available in mainstream sources.  The expertise of the Znet’s contributors is also a strength, for it’s use of supporting evidence to substantiate the contents.   In both cases, the quality of writing is very high (in the English version). 
The evaluation also highlighted some weakness in the sites.  Neither was particularly strong in relation to authority i.e. how reliable the information on the site may be based on what is known about the organization or contributors.  This is perhaps an unreasonable interpretation that is more a flaw in the evaluation process, rather than the sites themselves.
The Help facilities for both sites were also considered weak – little help was provided, and what was there was difficult to find.

From an overall functionality viewpoint, the Znet site does not rate very well, particularly regarding criterion relating to layout.  The Znet site is very confusing due to the inconsistencies in the interface – information is duplicated, presented differently, and navigation is unpredictable.  Another specific Znet weakness was in the display of search results.  These indicate a date, but no year – this is not helpful when a search may cover material back as far as 1994.  
How each of the sites meets its intended purpose.

The following section described how the sites meet their intended purposes in terms of the six major FAVORS criterion

Functionality 

This criterion refers to the design of the web site itself, and is independent of the information content within it.   It relates to how well the site is designed to assist the user locate information, and move within the site.  Many of the features could be referred to as usability features, and can also reflect how well the information within is actually organised, and easy to locate for the user.  

In the sense of overall design, and ease of use, CNN met its intended purposes well.  The site was well planned and makes information readily accessible in a variety of ways.  The user interface (see Figure 1) remained consistent throughout and a user could be confident in knowing that navigation aids such as menus, and search functions would be readily available.  Even though this is a very large site, a user was not likely to get “lost” because of the good organization and planning.  
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Figure 1.  CNN.com Home page (from 26 May 2004) 
Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the Znet site.  This site is very difficult to navigate primarily because of lack of consistency.  In some ways this site looks like a prototype, where various approaches are being ‘tested’ before a decision is made on the final design.  Figures 2, 3 and 4 illustrate a few of the many variations found – vastly different look and feel, menus, navigation options etc.  
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Figure 2.  Znet 'Top' page http://www.zmag.org/weluser.htm
It appears several different authors may be involved in creation of the web pages, and there is no policy or standard design concept.
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Figure 3 http://www.zmag.org/Zbios.htm (accessed from Writers>Many Writers menu option on top page)
The layout of the Znet site is its greatest weakness.  The different displays cause confusion, and could lead to frustration and dissatisfaction with the site – the poor design could result in a user dismissing the site as it is too hard to use, regardless of the value of the content within it.  
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Figure 4   http://www.zmag.org/bios/ (accessed from Writers>More Writers menu option on top page)
On a more positive note, while both sites rely heavily on links within their sites and to external sources and there is no evidence that these are regularly checked, there were remarkably few errors where links were either invalid, or lead to inactive pages.  

One criticism of both sites is the difficulty in locating Help functions to assist with the use of the site.    CNN does provide limited help in the form of Frequently Asked Questions within their ‘About CNN’ page.  Other assistance was in the form of Help for the search function, however this help can only be accessed after you have entered at least one search … the help facility is accessed via the Search Results page.  This is frustrating; as until then you don’t know what features are supported such as Boolean operations, word exclusions etc.  

Znet provides little assistance regarding how to use their site, except for the help in using the search function.  It was expected that the Znet ‘Instructionals’ were going to be a subject-driven guide to information within the site, however these are actually introductions to topics such as Foreign Policy and International Relations.   This is an example of language being misinterpreted and could lead to disappointment.  . 

Authority

Neither site scored particularly well in this category in the evaluation.  This criterion refers to the reliability of information on the site, based upon what is known of the individual or organisation responsible for its production

While the Znet site gave information regarding editorial policies relating to editing for style or length, there is no information regarding how submissions are selected for publication in the Z magazine, or on the website.  Znet did do well within this category regarding provision of author details including credentials.  All articles are credited to the appropriate author, and biographies are provided adding to credibility.
While CNN does not publish, or otherwise show evidence of a formal policy, it is assumed that there are formal process(es) for the selection of material uploaded to the site, and which source(s) are used etc.  Many items appearing on the CNN site have no author details, although this is not altogether surprising as in many cases CNN is actuating as a distributor of material from third-party sources (as is done in newspapers, and television/radio news broadcasts).  In the case of a news service such as CNN (or a newspaper for that matter), we do not consider that the details of the editorial process will necessarily affect how it is viewed as a reliable source of information.

Validity


The issue of validity, that is, the degree to which others consider the site to be of use, is the lowest ranked category in the evaluation for both sites..  CNN has achieved various awards for its content and the site itself including:  Webby Awards (in the News category), BAFTA (for Interactive Entertainment), and Online Journalism Awards.  
There is no indication on either site that the content has been refereed, although considering the type of web site, we do not consider this a negative aspect as the criterion is not really applicable.

While neither site shows formal usage indicators, both sites obviously monitor the use of their own sites.  CNN indicates this through the development of the “Most Popular” which is updated every twenty minutes.  Znet claims usage of approximately 300,000 users per week.  The value of this particular criterion as far as meeting the intended purposes is questioned on page 21 of this report.  

Obtainability 

Obtainability refers to the ease with which the sites may be recalled and displayed at your own site, and both sites performed well.
The lack of effective of Metadata affected the scores of both sites.  Neither site used description or keyword tags, resulting in these sites not being found when searched for via engines relying on those meta tags (such as Teoma.com).  This could seriously affect their usefulness, as users may not even find the sites.
Site naming for Znet was a particular problem.  http://www.zmag.org/weluser.htm URL opens the top (home) page for Znet – Zmag is barely mentioned on this page causing confusion as there was no obvious relationship between Znet and Zmag on this page – you had to look further into the site to understand.  Also, having to use ‘subsections’ for a URL to get to what is essentially the home/welcome page is not friendly, nor easily recalled for future use.
Relevance

This determines how pertinent the information at the site is to the information needs of the user, and is assessed in terms of audience, balance, breadth, and depth of material.  Another factor is currency of information.  As both sites provide information on current events, the frequency of information updates is a major factor when assessing the value or worth of an information product.  CNN updates its main news page throughout the day, and its ‘Most Popular’ page is updated every twenty minutes. Znet updates their site at least daily.  In this regard, both sites too meet their purpose.

The one factor in which both sites did not rate is in the provision of warnings about controversial content.  While CNN does have warnings in some instances e.g. on a link to a gallery of images of torture in Abu Ghraib prison, however when these same images are illustrated in individual news stories, there were no such warning.  No warnings were found on the Znet site – this may relate to fact that the warnings tend to be applied for non-text based material, and Znet uses very few images, and does not use any illustrations within their articles.  
Substance 

The Substance criterion refers to the significance of the site for producing unbiased and reliable content. In this regard, both sites scored very well.  Factors such as accuracy, compared to similar sources of known information; coverage, level of detail and readability were ranked as being not only important, but done very well.  
Under the evaluation, CNN was let down within the Evidence factor in that there was little substantiation of their stories.  This, however, tends to be common in the news – ‘unnamed sources’ are commonly used, and do not necessarily detract from the value of the information for use by the intended audience.
Suggested additional / alternative factors for each evaluation criteria.  

	Functionality
	Transcripts for audio files -there are many audio files on the Znet site (as well as links to many others).  This would enhance the site for those users with hearing difficulties that currently would just miss out on content.

	Authority 
	Relevance of credentials to the topic – The current criteria highlights author’s credentials as a factor, but those credentials of the author are only worthwhile if they relate to the topic.  Are the qualifications of a lecturer in Data Communications and Networks relevant, if he is writing about his real passion, woodwork?  Only if the qualifications are relevant do they have an influence on the relative worth of the information.

	Validity
	Is there interactive content, e.g. forums, bulletin/message boards?   – Features allowing users to discuss or question content on the site could enhance the extent to which others consider the usefulness (or otherwise) of the site and as a resource.  It could be argued that this may be more beneficial than the ‘Usage’ factor already present, and a may provide a more honest assessment of user evaluations rather than the ‘Feedback’ factor, which may only show positive views. 

	Obtainability
	Accessibility issues for those with a disability – There are specific web design features to cater for users with hearing, sight or mobility impediments.  This is a very broad consideration that has not been catered for within the FAVORS model.  Alternatively, perhaps, a new Criteria of USABILITY could be included (making the evaluation tool FAVOURS) and incorporating some factors from Functionality, and including accessibility issues to cater for hearing, seeing and mobility impaired users.  

	Relevance
	Is there any evidence of bias?  A writer’s own prejudices and biases may be evident in the information presented. While bias may not necessarily invalidate a resource, it should be considered. 

	Substance
	Can corrections/updates clearly identified?  This factor would not necessarily apply to all types of websites, but could be particularly useful for information product sites, such as CNN and Znet.  This suggestion refers to the actual corrections/updates were made to previously published material and could enhance the perceived quality and reliability of content.  While a well implemented editorial policy would reduce the need for correction, the ability to identify when and what has been corrected may improve the accuracy of information.


Recommended improvements for the web sites 

CNN

To improve the value of CNN.com as an information resource, we propose a number of relatively minor changes relating to the organization and presentation of the information, rather than the content itself.  We believe these would enhance what is already a fairly well designed site.  
· Enhance the About CNN page to better explain the site’s purpose, target audience, and provide more detail about the organization itself.  The current site does not do this well, and there was a need to refer to the parent company, Time Warner, to clearly determine this information.  This information not only increases credibility, but also established expectations of what the user can expect from the site.

· A published editorial policy may improve authority of the site.  It is assumed that an organization such as CNN has one in place, but there is no information so users can see that the content has been selected from what the editorial team considers to be reliable, responsible, accurate sources.  Without authority the articles loose much of there credibility.  
· Inclusion of author/writer details (including contacts) to articles may enhance the sense of authority, and would allow users to verify the legitimacy information.  This relates closely to inclusion of editorial policies – provision of one feature may reduce or negate the need for the other.

· Provide more accessible help facilities – the current design means you need to do a search before being able to get help!   Also the CNN.com help is buried within the About CNN pages.  
· Search functions within CNN (as opposed to the Web) do not support date searches.  It is likely that this has more to do with how data is stored in the CNN databases, rather than the search function itself which is the same for internal (CNN) and external (web) searches.

· Expand the search function to allow a search within a predefined category i.e. the dedicated news sections such as World News, sports, politics, law etc.  

ZNET

While the suggestions for the CNN site related to enhancement to existing functionality, the recommendations for the Znet site are more dramatic.  The value of what is very worthwhile content is lessened because of the poor layout and design of the site.  The main problems relate to:

· Lack of consistency – colours, navigation, layout across the site
· Poor web design features – multiple layer menus, unexpected pop-ups, 

· Confusing use of language on the site itself e.g. ‘top’ page, ‘instructionals’, and the use of the same terms for different purposes 
Rather than making individual recommendations, we make one major suggestion – select one layout/interface (either one of the many already in use, or design a new one altogether), and re-write the entire site.  The preferred option (although this is highly subjective) would be the overall look/feel of the ‘top page’ as illustrated in Figure 1.  The material itself appears to be quite well organized within appropriate categories etc – the real problems are in the interface.  
The evaluation process 

FAVORS are a tool providing guidance on evaluating World Wide Web sites on the Internet.  It has six major criteria, each with several relevant aspects, and provides examples of sub-criteria to look for.  

To perform the evaluations for CNN and Znet, we firstly worked through each criterion: Functionality, Authority, Validity, Obtainability, Relevance, and Substance, and the aspects and sample checks for each site, and made comments and observations.  This process allowed evaluation of the individual sites against their stated purposes.  What FAVORS did not do was allow us to make an evaluation on ‘how well’ the sites met their objectives, i.e. to what degree did they succeed or fail.  Nor does it allow for comparison of similar resources for relative value or quality.  

To achieve this purpose, it was necessary to supplement the FAVORS criteria – we elected to add a weighting and score for each of the aspects considered.  The application of a weighting (1-10, were 1 is minor, and 10 is critical) was subjective based on our interpretation of the criterion and its relevance to the type of sites being evaluated.  

Scores were then given for each category reflect the degree (again, 1-10 range) of how well the site met the criteria, regardless of its relative importance. 
An overall score was then determined – Weight X Score.  The overall scores were then expressed as a percentage against the possible ‘full’ score for each of the six major criterions.  
Effectiveness of the criteria and factors

As an evaluation tool FAVORS is comprehensive in its criterion and aspects and allows for analysis of information about a site, by breaking the information into manageable components, however its effectiveness is somewhat limited by:

1. Relevance of criteria / factors is heavily dependent the type of site, and also the user’s purpose – e.g. considering the purpose of Znet site, it would be reasonable to assume some bias within the content because of the intended audience and the contributors, whereas it may be expected that the content on CNN to be reasonably unbiased in its presentation of the facts.  The level of bias may in fact meet the users intention or purpose, so it is not necessarily a ‘bad’ thing

2. The use of subjective criteria such as “is layout pleasing to the eye”.  It would be more meaningful if criterion were described in more objective terms e.g. grouping of information or labels, percentage of white space etc

3. The definitions of some criterion were open to interpretation – e.g. alternative language options.  Factors need to be less ambiguous for the tool to be really valuable
4. Usability and functionality from the perspective of users with an impairment of some type is barely covered.  For example, the issue of alternative text for images has many more implications than the technology related ones described - ALT text is also important for the visually impaired who may rely on a screen reader to read contents.
5. There could be some question about the value of some criteria / factors as far as determining the worth of a site.  One such factor is “Usage” within the Validity criterion.  The fact that a counter exists (or not) does not really mean anything, particularly when it can be manipulated easily to increment the counter making any interpretation of the number of ‘visits’ meaningless.

The tool could be improved through the addition of:
· The incorporation of a ‘scoring mechanism’ to determine how well a criterion or factor was met.  We found it necessary to supplement the FAVORS model to suit the objectives of our evaluations.  By incorporating another tool e.g. a weighted score technique model we believe the usefulness of FAVORS was greatly enhanced.  Perhaps such an extension should be used when a ‘degree’ of usefulness is required in an evaluation, or when comparison of similar sites is required.  

· Additionally, explanations of what the criteria/factor implies and how they may/may not be applicable would be beneficial, For example, under what circumstances would the fact that an information resource resides on someone’s personal page make it more/less valuable as a resource?  After all, the FAVORS method itself is located on a personal page! (as see comments regarding Bias on page 20)
Conclusion

This report highlights the strengths and weaknesses of CNN and Znet and highlights improvements for enhancements to the sites and the recommendation of potential reconfiguration of some areas.  The FAVORS method, though effective in some areas of web site evaluation, showed limitations in other areas which were considered to be important concepts and areas to each site.  The report also highlights the strengths and failures of the FAVORS method of evaluation and improvements that could be made to this evaluation process.  The FAVORS method necessitated an extension which included a weighted scoring method.  

Evaluation according to FAVORS criteria

	Criterion
	Factor
	Description/Explanation
	Weight
	Znet 
Rating

Score
	CNN 
Rating

Score

	Functionality
	How effectively the site is designed to help you move around it.
	
	57%
346/600
	77%
462/600

	
	Active links
	Extent to which links to other sites, are live, and are checked to make sure that the sites to which they point, remain online.
	10
	9
	90
	9
	90

	
	Errors
	The extent to which the markup code or scripting for the site includes incorrect code.
	10
	10
	100
	10
	100

	
	Help
	The extent of user assistance provided for understanding of the site.
	9
	4
	36
	5
	40

	
	Layout
	The way in which the site is structured to assist navigation.
	10
	4
	40
	9
	90

	
	Search facility
	A search engine incorporated at the site focused on retrieval of material from the site itself. 
	10
	7
	70
	10
	100

	
	Site maps
	A page that summarises the organisation of the entire site by showing broad categories of pages
	5
	2
	10
	0
	0

	
	Text for images
	Provision of a text alternative to each image displayed.
	6
	0
	0
	7
	42

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Authority
	How reliable is the information at the site considering what is known of the individual or organisation
	
	63%
317/510
	48%
243/510

	
	Affiliation
	Organisation with which the creator of content is associated.  
	8
	6
	48
	7
	56

	
	Copyright
	Intellectual property provisos and attributions applying 
	4
	0
	0
	5
	20

	
	Creators 
	The people responsible for the page. 
	10
	9
	90
	6
	60

	
	Credentials
	The qualifications of the site creators.
	8
	8
	64
	3
	24

	
	Editorial
	Indication that a policy framework moderates content of the site. 
	8
	7
	56
	4
	32

	
	Funding
	The financial support provided for maintenance of the page. 
	4
	8
	32
	6
	24

	
	Viability
	The likelihood the page or the information will be supported.  
	9
	3
	27
	3
	27

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Validity
	The extent to which other parties consider the site useful.
	
	14%
33/230
	37%
84/230

	
	Feedback
	Information carried at the site about appraisal by outside parties.
	5
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	Rating
	Has the site been ranked by any independent competitions or appraisals 
	6
	0
	0
	9
	54

	
	Refereed content
	Material at the site has been formally considered to see if it progresses the discipline, before being released. 
	3
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	Referring links
	The extent to which other sites link to the site in question. 
	3
	6
	18
	8
	24

	
	Review
	Consideration of the site by review publications.  
	3
	0
	0
	0
	0

	
	Usage
	An indication of how much use is made of the site.
	3
	5
	15
	2
	6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Obtainability
	The ease with which the site you are seeking may be recalled and displayed at your own site
	
	74%
412/560
	78%
437/560

	
	Cost
	Fee for access to a site.
	9
	7
	63
	8
	72

	
	Format support, 
	Extent to which the site is displayable on a range of browsers.  
	8
	8
	64
	6
	48

	
	Load factors
	The extent to which a site is capable of supporting multiple users so that you are not prohibited from access by overload. 
	10
	10
	100
	10
	100

	
	Metadata
	Use of self-description, using markup tags to enhance access by providing keywords etc., to search engines. 
	8
	4
	32
	4
	32

	
	Naming
	Use of self-naming at the domain and directory level that is memorable. 
	8
	6
	48
	10
	80

	
	Security
	The level of protection provided by site use and the extent to which it inhibits access.  
	5
	5
	25
	5
	25

	
	Speed
	The rate at which a site loads into your viewer
	8
	10
	80
	10
	80

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Relevance
	How pertinent to your information needs is the information at the site?
	
	70%
322/460
	80%
370/460

	
	Audience
	A distinct group of users. 
	6
	9
	54
	9
	54

	
	Balance
	Presenting different viewpoints on a site where the subject matter is open to interpretation.  
	8
	7
	56
	7
	56

	
	Breadth
	The extent to which different aspects of the subject matter are covered.
	8
	8
	64
	8
	64

	
	Controversial content
	Subject matter that may be offensive or contentious to particular cultural or social groups.  
	8
	0
	0
	6
	48

	
	Currency
	How up-to-date the site is. 
	10
	10
	100
	10
	100

	
	Depth
	In how much detail is information provided.  
	6
	8
	48
	8
	48

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Substance
	The significance of the site for producing unbiased and reliable content.
	
	85%
399/470
	79%
371/470

	
	Accuracy
	The correctness and precision of information at the site.  
	10
	8
	80
	8
	80

	
	Coverage
	The range of material included.
	8
	8
	64
	8
	64

	
	Detail
	The extent of explanation of individual concepts. 
	8
	8
	64
	8
	64

	
	Evidence
	The support given to statements by reference to other sources. 
	7
	8
	56
	4
	28

	
	Explanation
	The supporting description given to links
	5
	9
	45
	9
	45

	
	Readability
	The quality of the writing.  
	9
	10
	90
	10
	90

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 1.  Evaluation using FAVORS criteria and weighted scores
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