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Background

A heuristic evaluation of a Web site is a systematic inspection of a site design measured against recognized 
usability principles. The purpose of a heuristic evaluation is to identify a majority of the usability problems in a 
Web site. 
 
Evaluators use industry-accepted guidelines for usability (the heuristics), their own experience from prior 
usability studies, their domain knowledge, and their ability to “put on the user’s hat” when identifying problems 
and recommending solutions.

Heuristic evaluations generally explore questions like:

●     

Is the look and feel of the site appropriate for the site's purpose? 
 

●     

Are the design elements well integrated and consistent throughout  
the site? 
 

●     

How simple to use is the site? Does it parallel the user's work  
process and encourage an appropriate navigational sequence?  
 

●     

How clear are the meanings of graphical elements such as icons 
and toolbar buttons? Are they overused or underused?  

javascript:void(0)
file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/Phillip%20Scarborough/My%20Documents/My%20Webs/1My%20WebsPTS/index.htm
mailto:phillipt@techwrite.net


 

 
●     

How well is the site organized? Are navigational aids adequate to  
support the organization? What feedback is provided to  
orient the user?  
 

●     

Are instructions or explanations presented clearly, without  
unnecessary complication or ambiguity? Is the language  
direct, simple, and non-wordy, so that users can read/hear  
as few words as possible?  
 

●     

What information must users encounter that they don't need?  
What information might be missing?

Method

This evaluation will examine each page in the City of Half Moon Bay Web site for usability problems, based 
on current usability research. Screen shots of most pages are included to show the usability problems in 
detail, and results and some basic recommendations will be noted for each page in the site. In some cases, 
new graphics are included to show how correcting a usability problems will look on the page.

New Home Page Design Prototype

Following the evaluation of the home page is a mockup for a new site design for the City of Half Moon Bay. 
The new design is included to show how a home page that follows the principles of usability might look. 

Author

The author of this heuristic evaluation, Phillip Scarborough, is an experienced senior usability engineer and Web 
designer. His company, PTS Technical Writing is located in Half Moon Bay, CA. Phillip has over 10 years of 
experience managing usability engineering projects for Fortune 500 companies nationwide.

Introduction

This heuristic evaluation will evaluate the Web site of the City of Half Moon Bay according to accepted principles 
of usability, but will focus primarily on the heuristics of  “look and feel,” and consistency. The greatest 
improvement of the site can be made in these two areas.

Look and Feel. 
Usability research shows that a pleasing, consistent user interface that is easy to navigate is a satisfying 
experience for users of Web sites. Anything less can cause a user to be annoyed or even disgusted with a Web 
site, leaving a bad impression of the product or services offered on the site. The design of a site like the City of 
Half Moon Bay Web site should project a consistent, professional and helpful image to its users, the residents of 
Half Moon Bay.

Consistency 
Users of the City of Half Moon Bay Web site will expect to see a consistent design and navigation scheme on 
every page in the site. Users don’t want to be worrying about how to navigate through the site. The navigation 
scheme should be consistent on every page, and easy to understand and use.

 



Users don’t like to be surprised. When they click to the next page, they expect to see a page that has a 
consistent look and feel, and consistent navigation that allows them to reach any page in the site from any 
other page.

City of Half Moon Bay Home Page (top half) 
 
Below is a snapshot of the City of Half Moon Bay home page as seen in the Microsoft Internet Explorer 
browser. 
 

 

 
Pic 1



 
 

 

 
 

 

 

There are several usability problems with the look and feel of the City of Half Moon Bay home page.

1.  Users scan from left to right, like reading a print document. The fist thing users will notice is the City 
seal in the upper left corner of the home page. 
The seal hangs outside the left side of the browser so it cannot be completely viewed by the user. The 
code needs to be adjusted to fix this. 
 

2.  The City seal is blurred, and the text cannot be clearly read. One reason this may be happening is the 
seal is used as a background, rather a a simple graphic. 
 

3.  The photo slide show in the upper right corner of the page has the delay set too fast (see the home 
page on the Web to see the delay). The viewer does not have enough time get get a good look at 
each of the photos. In addition, many of the pictures are not easily identifiable as being associated 
with Half Moon Bay. To insure that viewers understand the picture subjects, each picture can be titled. 
 

4.  Like the City seal, some of the navigation links on the far left of the page are partially cut off, and not 
fully viewable. 
 

5.  What appears to be one the the links on the left is actually a heading named "DEPARTMENTS:" To 
avoid user confusion, this heading should 
be differentiated, perhaps, by increasing the font size, or using a graphic. In addition, two links that 
appear under Departments are "Addresses and Phone Numbers," and "Recycling Resources and 
Tips," are clearly not departments. 
 

6.  The text on the home page is virtually all in bold, and appears in several primary colors, red, blue, 
black green and yellow (highlight). Overuse of bold text suggests that the writer is yelling at the 
reader. In addition, this array of text colors does not present a clean, consistent and pleasing design. 
 

7.  Extra long links are difficult to read, and the home page uses them exclusively. The links should be 
much shorter, and in addition, the user should be asked to take an action like "Click here," followed 
by  the reason why why the user should click. For example,  
         
           Click here to read about changes in garbage and  
           recycling services for Half Moon Bay residents.

           Rather than...

City of Half Moon Bay Home Page (bottom half) 
 

 

 
 

 



 

 
 

Pic 2

 

 
 

 

 

8.  The Acrobat Reader button, above, on the left, appears to have no reason for being there. There is no 
accompanying test that explains its use. It cannot be assumed that the user will understand how or 
why to use it. 
 

9.  The red and yellow separator bar at the bottom of the page appears only on the home page and is not 
integrated with the design of the site. It seems to be an Acrobat Reader button that has been 
elongated in a photo editing program. Yet it is not a link to Acrobat reader. This will confuse users who 
will wonder why it's elongated and whether or not it's a link. 
 

10.  Every page in a Web site should have a header and a footer. The footer on the home page above, 
including the separator bar and the text below it, does not appear on any other page in the site. It's 
important to users to see consistency when browsing Web sites. 
 

11.  There are four fonts used on the home page: Times New Roman, Georgia, Tahoma, and Arial. 
Standards of usability suggest that the limit is two fonts. The indiscriminate use of fonts cause Web 
sites to have a cluttered, and unprofessional look and feel. 
 

12.  HTML text and graphics are presented on the page in tables, invisible to the user. The width of these 
tables can be defined in two ways, by percentage, or by a fixed number of pixels. The home page, 
and other pages in the site are defined by percentage. This means that if the width of the window 

 



browser is smaller than the width of the table, the text and graphics will be forced to the left. See the 
example below.

 
 

 

 

 
 

Pic 3

 

 
 

 

 

Pic 3 above has a window open with a width that is smaller than the width of the invisible table on the page. 
(Compare with Pic 1 which has a wide window). The text and graphics are pushed to the left causing 
distortion of the way the page is meant to be viewed. (Note that the word "announced" was pushed down to 
another line.) In addition, the City seal and navigation links are pushed further to the left, and cannot be 
adequately seen by the user.

Changing the widths of the tables to a fixed number of pixels will solve this problem so that no distortion of 
text and graphics will occur when the browser window is smaller than the table on the page.

Welcome Page (Top Half)

13.  When the user sees the Welcome page below, they will expect to see the same design and 
navigational scheme as on the home page. They will be surprised to see that the navigational scheme 
is completely different. The navigation buttons are on the right, not the traditional left side, as the links 
appear on the home page (see Pic 1).

 



 

 
 

Pic 4

 

 
 

 

 
14. Some of the navigational buttons on the welcome page are not the same as the links on the home page. 
See a comparison below.  

 
 

 

 
 

 



 HOME PAGE 
 
WELCOME

  
???? 
 
   
???? 
  
   
CALENDAR & AGENDAS    (same as ?) 
  
 
   
CITY COUNCIL 
 
 
 
CITY MANAGER 
   
  
 
COMMUNITY LINKS 
 
 
 
ADDRESSES & TELEPHONE 
NUMBERS 
(same as ?) 
  
 
EMPLOYMENT

 
 
FINANCE

  
PARKS & RECREATION

  
PLANNING

    
 
POLICE 
 
 
 
PUBLIC WORKS 
 
 
 
 
ADMINISTRATION

LIBRARY 
   

WELCOME PAGE 
 

????

 

 
 

???? 
 

???? 
 

 

http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/welcome.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/bulletin.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/city-councl.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/manager.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/community.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/addresses.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/addresses.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/opportunities.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/finance-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/parks-rec.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/plan-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/police-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/pubworks-building.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/manager.html
http://www.pls.lib.ca.us/pls/ccd/hmb/hmb.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/index.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/welcome.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/bulletin.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/city-councl.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/manager.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/community.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/addresses.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/opportunities.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/finance-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/parks-rec.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/plan-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/police-dept.html
http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/pubworks-building.html


RECYCLING TIPS AND RESOURCES
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15.  Not only are some of the buttons on the Welcome page different from those on the home page (see 
example above), they are also in a different order. This is extremely confusing for the user and it 
makes it difficult for the user to navigate successful through the site. 
 

16.  Although the header on the Welcome page looks much better with a larger, clearer logo, consistency 
is very important to users. The logo should be the same size on every page. 
 

17.  From the home page, clicking on the Welcome link takes you to a page entitled About Half Moon Bay 
(Pic 4 above), not to a Welcome page. The link text and buttons must be consistent throughout the 
site. Readers need to know where they are in the site at all times, and the navigational scheme must 
support this concept. 
 

18.  As noted earlier, the text should not be all bold, as is the case on the Welcome/About Us page. 
Overuse of bold text has the effect of yelling at the reader. 
 

19.  The title of this page, appears in the upper right in the shape of a button. This is confusing to the user. 
They will wonder if it's actually a button that should be clicked. (see Pic 5 below). The title should be 
clearly differentiated from the navigational buttons.

                         

20.  There is no footer on this page. Every page should have a consistent header and footer.

Calendar & Agendas Page (Top Half)

21.  The Calendar & Agendas page (Pic 5 below) has yet another design and navigation scheme, or lack 
thereof. This page has a background not found on other pages.  
 

22.  There is no header on this page. Every page in a site should have a header and a footer. 
 

23.  The navigation on this page is non-existent. It is not possible to reach any other page in the site 
except the home page. Users must be able to reach any page on the site without returning to the 

 

http://ci.half-moon-bay.ca.us/recycling.html


home page. 
 

24.  There are four font colors used: black dark blue, red, and green.. It is not clear to the reader why. Do 
the different colors have some meaning? Using too many colors contributes to a cluttered, 
inconsistent design. In addition, the dark blue is used for both the headings (Monday-Friday), and 
some entries (Sept. 2 and 9). Entries should be differentiated from headings.  
 

25.  The Acrobat Reader button has good explanatory text, but both button and text should not appear in 
an entry box (Sunday, Sept. 1 below). The Acrobat Reader button and text should appear in the upper 
left of right corner of the Calendar.

 
 

 

 

Pic 5

 

 
 

 

 

Calendar & Agendas Page (Bottom Half)

26.  The footer on this page (Pic 6 below) is unique and not consistent with other pages in the site.  



 
 

 

 

Pic 6

 

 
 

 

 

City Council Page

This page is not viewable from any link in the site because clicking on this link cause the computer to crash. 
This is extremely frustrating for users and many may not come back to the site as a result.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

This site appears to be very unstable, and clicking certain links in the site causes the computer to crash. This 
should be remedied immediately. 

City Manager Page

This page is not viewable from any link in the site because clicking on this link cause the computer to crash. 
This is extremely frustrating for users and many may not come back to the site as a result.

Community Links Page (Top Half)

27.  This page (Pic 7 below) is better organized than previous pages, but many of the usability errors 

 



noted previously are repeated on this page. Additionally, users don't read on the Web the same way 
they read print material. On the Web, they scan, rather than read. An important principle of usability 
called "chunking" can be applied here. Chunking means organizing and grouping information is 
"chunks" that are easily grasped by readers scanning the page.  
 
For example, the following two links on this page (bottom half shown in Pic 8) are so long and so 
close together that it is difficult for the user to see the differentiation.

 
 

 

  

 
 

 

 
As an example, in Pic 8 below, the author has "chucked" the text from Pic 7 into groups (in alphabetical 
order) that are more easily digested by the reader. This principle needs to be applied throughout the site.  

 
 

 

 

 

 



 
Pic 7

 
 

 

 
Community Links Page (Top Half) Revised

 

 

 
Pic 8

 

 
 

 



 

Community Links Page (Bottom Half) 

28.  In Pic 9 below, there is no footer. There should be a header and a footer on every page. 
 

29.  There is no navigation on this page. It is not possible to reach any other page in the site except the 
home page. Users must be able to reach any page on the site without returning to the home page.

 

 

 

 
 

Pic 9

 

 
 

 



 

Library Page

30.  From the home page, the Library link takes the user to an old Library page that is no longer in 
existence. The reader must click another link to get to the Library page. The home page link should be 
updated to point to the new Library page.

Administration Page

31.  This page is not viewable from any link in the site because clicking on this link cause the computer to 
crash. This is extremely frustrating for users and many may not come back to the site as a result.

Finance Page (Top Half)

32.  The non-link button that appear to the left of titles in Pic 10 below is a new design element that does 
not appear on other pages. Users expect to see a consistency in design from page to page in the site.

 

 

 

 
 

Pic 10

 

 
 

 



 

Finance Page (Bottom Half)

33.  The bright blue in the table in Pic 11 below is another new design element that appears only on this 
page. As noted earlier, users expect to see a consistency in design from page to page in the site. 
 

34.  Traditionally, the bright blue color used in this table is the color used for text color to indicate a link, 
particularly when underlined. In the table below, the blue is used as a background color, and the 
underlined text is white. This can cause confusion because the reader can't tell if they are links or not. 
 

35.  The overuse of capitalization in the table makes reading more difficult and adds to a cluttered look 
and feel. 
 

36.  There is no footer on this page. Every page should have a header and a footer.

 

 

 

 
 

Pic 11

 

 
 

 



 

Parks and Recreation Page (Bottom Half)

37.  Another design element, the beveled box, in Pic 12 below, appears only on this page. Design 
elements should be integrated into the overall design of the site. 
 

38.  The page has no footer, which should appear on every page.

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Pic 12

 

 
 

 

 

Planning Page (no graphic)

39.  Like most other pages in the site, this page has no footer.  

 

Police Page (no graphic)

40.  Like most other pages in the site, this page has no footer.  



 

Police Page (no graphic)

41.  Like most other pages in the site, this page has no footer.  

 

Employment Page (Top Half)

42.  This page introduces an entirely new design. The header is used as a background, a special design 
element that appears in the background on every page. Using the header as a background has 
caused the text and graphics to appear blurred, and the City seal smaller than it is on other pages. 
 

43.  The links on this page only lead to a few of the pages in the site. All links to other pages should be 
available so that users can navigate freely throughout the site.

 

 

 
 

Pic 13

 



 
 

 

 

 Recycling Tips and Resources Page 

44.  This page is not viewable from any link in the site because clicking on this link cause the computer to 
crash. This is extremely frustrating for users and many may not come back to the site as a result.
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