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This study is currently underway.  The first round of data collection with agency- and other experts took place in late October 2002.  Some preliminary thoughts generated by that data collection are included here.

Research Questions

The study is designed to address the following questions:

1.  What problems/uncertainties/questions/breakdowns do specific types of users have during tasks involving integration of statistical data? Types of users we hope to include are seniors, college students, and the general population without much statistical literacy.

2.  For the same tasks, what problems/uncertainties/questions/breakdowns do two sets of experts perceive as being relevant to usage of the data by the user populations?  The two sets of experts will be a set of agency personnel knowledgeable of the data used in the integration tasks, and a set of non-agency experts who are heavy users of statistical data.

3.  How do problems experienced by end-users compare to those identified by experts?

4.  What metadata or other information can be identified to resolve user problems?

5.  What terminology is problematic for the users, where are they seeing these words, and what terminology do they “attach” to their statements of problems?

6.  How can answers to these questions be synthesized to inform project design efforts?

Basic Methodology

1. We have derived tasks from some of the scenarios, and developed a short list of websites/pages that can be used to address these tasks. 

2. Have 2 sets of experts (agency experts, non-agency expert data users) do task(s), with think aloud protocols and possible probes for additional information at end of process. They would identify problems or concerns (from their perspective, and from their perception of the non-expert perspective) that could interfere with task.  Where possible, have experts identify metadata and other information, that could help users.  Result of this stage is set of expert-identified problems. 

3. Have non-expert users do same task, with think aloud protocols and possible probes for additional information at end of process. Transcripts would be analyzed for user-identified problems (and terminology used).  A specific analysis plan is in development.

Study Outcomes

For interface design:

1.  Specific problems and their answers can be used to populate the interface tools for specific data sets.

2.  Classes of problems associated with an answer type can provide guidance for the rules for the “generic” versions of the interface tools.

3.   Knowledge of how experts “see” user problems and resolve them can inform help tool design

4.  Comparison of identified problems suggests help features.  For example, problems identified by many users, and also by experts, suggests incorporation of relevant information into easy access (first tier?) help should be provided.  Or, if it’s a problem that experts notice (and consider critical) but users did not, the first task is to bring it to users’ attention.

For usability testing:

1.  Tasks used in this study can be reused in usability tests and knowledge gained during this study used to constrain the complexity of the task environment.

Theoretical gains:

1. Knowledge of problems users experience during integration tasks (and their categorization)

2.  Further understanding of the “knowledge worlds” of experts and users and their overlaps with specific reference to the design of help systems.

3.  User problems mapped to interface/help system functions and design

4.  Expert understandings of socio-technical integration challenges furthering our understanding of social informatics in this domain, tech transfer issues for project.

Preliminary Insights from the Data Collection to Date

While it is still very early in data analysis, we have identified several important integration challenges for users.

· Comparisons between geographic entities, times, data from surveys vs. censuses, differing definitions, etc.  Some of the questions include:

Is this a legitimate comparison?  (the apples and oranges issue)

Is this number a good “Stand-in” for another number (such as having to use a regional number for a local entity)

What do I do if similarly defined concepts yield different numbers?

Understanding when trend data are important

· Understanding when getting trend data is important.

· Understanding what constitutes quality data (particularly when data sources are different or different sources yield different numbers)

· Lack of synchronization across sources (instance where FedStats Mapstats data wasn’t as current as that available from Census for same indicator)

A few other types of things noted in data:

· Startegies for “parsing” topics 

· Strategies for finding county and state level data

· Strategies for doing ad hoc checking of data quality

· Types of “world knowledge” used (e.g. using knowledge of the state of economy to determine whether a number is current enough, understanding how soybean crushing plants work)

· Types of statistical knowledge used

· Types of navigational (on websites) knowledge used

· Terminology knowledge (or lack there of)

Dissemination Plans

Presentation at January 2003 Metadata Registry meeting in Santa Fe

Submission of abstract for Nov. 2003 ASIST Meeting (January submission)

Full paper to Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, spring 2003

Others?

