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Introduction

The Mercedez-Benz brand has been a statement of luxury around the world since
the mid 19206s and -knswnduxue seddn brandssknomrofert we | |
quality, performance and sleek aesthetics. In addition to their sedans, the brand is also
known for coupés, sports utility vehicles, cabriolets, roadsters and multi-purpose
vehicles. As such, the website needs to support not just brand messaging, but also
provide an accessible way to browse the wide selection of vehicles i each with unique

features.

The Mercedez-Benz flagship website for their cars (www.mbusa.com) needs to

convey a cohesive user experience with an emphasis on quality, consistency and
effectiveness. Potential and current owners of Mercedes-Benz would expect the kind of
website experience that would mirror the experience of driving a luxury car i pleasant,

reliable and engaging.

Meet the reimagined 2013 GLK-Class.

O Doungen-oresking SUV. Nesrly one usand resesigned and
resngineere componens.

Figure 1: Main page (http://www.mbusa.com/mercedes/index)
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Figure 2: List of all models

Since the website is a likely first-contact of the purchasing process, the interactions
within the website are paramount to a smooth user-experience. The focus of this project
is to identify global and local issues in the website and areas for improvement through a
rigorous heuristic evaluation by experts in website usability. Using an established
methodology (including contextual inquiry methods and task analysis) the project

examines the website with an eye on known principles of good user-interface design.

Overall, the project has led to insights of poor application of design principles and
violations of standard interface rules for usability. Global issues persistent throughout
the website lead to poor user experience and failure to accomplish key user goals and
tasks vital to a positive experience. Local issues on specific pages were also identified,
with recommendations towards improving an experience consistent with the

expectations of a product from Mercedes-Benz
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Executive Summary

A detailed analysis of the Mercedes-Benz website (www.mbusa.com) was
conducted in the Fall of 2012. The project endeavored to uncover usability issues in the
interface which impose obstacles to a positive user experience. Ultimately, the project
endeavored to find issues on the website that could be improved so that a great user
experience can be delivered and brand loyalty can be preserved or enhanced. A good
website should be effective in three critical areas 1 it should be useful, usable, and

desireable.

Project planning involved determining project goals, identifying target users and
creating personas. The website goals for users and Mercedes-Benz were then defined
to focus the project further. Two contextual inquiry methods were used to generate data
relevant to the project goals to uncover common patterns in user needs, goals and
patterns of behavior relevant to the car-purchase experience. Additionally, the
contextual inquiry methods provided a secondary method of discovery of usability

issues.

Usability is the ease of which a user can interact and manage a product to achieve
pre-defined goals and the evaluation of the website is grounded on this definition. The
website underwent an expert heuristic evaluation based on known usability principles.

Usability issues uncovered are documented a

Global usability issues refer to issues that persist throughout the website that

obstruct successful, efficient and enjoyable use of the website. Many of the issues stem

)
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from a site architecture that is not goal-based. Poor visual detailing led to a lack of

visual perceptibility and poor use of affordances, among many other issues.

Local usability issues were uncovered where issues were presented on individual
areas of the website. These issues are undesirable to user experience, because they
cause unnecessary frustration disrupt or hinder users from efficient task completion.
Local issues uncovered were mostly design-related issues, though some technical

issues on parts of the interface contribute to a negative experience.

Critically, the website has been found to be lacking in every area which would
provide a great user experience. The website does not present itself as particularly
useful due to poor value proposition and hidden content (i.e; what you cannot find, you
cannot use). Usability issues throughout the website prevent users from navigating
and using the functions on the website effectively. Lastly, the inconsistent, imperceptible

and frustrating experience of using the website makes it undesirable to the user.

All issues should be corrected, and greater attention to detail should be enforced
during design to focus on a better balance of user-goals and business goals. It is
recommended that the architecture be modified to aid navigation, and that greater
progressive disclosure be used to prevent overwhelming those new to the Mercedes-

Benz brand, while still allowing enthusiasts to delve deep into the details.

Thorough consideration of the issues and recommendations in this document will
provide a guide and framework for future redesigns to deliver a user experience

consistent with the quality expected from the Mercedes-Benz brand.

)




Project Overview

Project Planning

Identify Target Users
Identify Project Acar Novices
r Person
Goals AcCar Experts Create Personas

Website Goals

User Goals -
AUse cases Business Goals

Contextual Inquiry

Interviews Informal Usability Testing
ANovices & Experts ANovices & Experts

Global Issues Local Issues
ARecommendations ARecommendations

Heuristic Evaluation %’




Methods

Several methods were used in the undertaking of this project to identify usability
issues for two key user groups i car novices and experts. Each method was selected to

give impactful information and perspectives throughout the heuristic evaluation process

1. Goal identification was conducted to identify the main user goals and main
business goals of the website before the heuristic evaluation. This allows the
project to focus on the effectiveness of task-based and goal-based interactions

during the evaluation.

2. Personas were created based on the identification of the two key user groups.
Subsequently, navigation patterns of the interface the two personas the interface

from two perspectives i David, The Car Expert, and Melanie, The Car Novice.

&

3. Contextual inquiry methods were used to explore user needs, goals,
preferences and behaviors relevant to the project. Web usage characteristics to
the car-purchasing process were also obtained. The project focused on two
target user groups - users familiar with cars in general (Car Experts) and those

who are not as familiar with cars (Car Novices).

a. Interviews were conducted in-person. Common user goals and

expectations were extracted from the semi-structured interviews.

)




Information from the interviews were also analyzed to break down the

tasks they go through in the car-purchasing process.

b. Informal usability tests were conducted with users asked to perform
certain key tasks. Common patterns of behavior were recorded, along with
guantitative information on time-on-task, errors and success rates. Users

also commented on the interface post-task.

4. Heuristic evaluation techniques were applied in the thorough examination of the
interface, by evaluating against scientific and design principles known to be true

as well as expert experience.

a. Global usability issues present usability issues that persist throughout
the website that prevent efficient and effective use of the website.
Typically, global issues stem from inefficient architecture of the entire site

resulting in navigational errors.

b. Local usability issues occur on individual areas (or pages) that are

stumbling blocks to usability. These are usually design-related issues.




5. Severity index icons are used throughout indicating the severity of the identified
issues. Yellow indicates a mild issue presenting a minor obstacle to effective use
of the interface. Orange indicates a moderate issue, followed by red indicating a
severe issue preventing task effectiveness while using the website and should be

fixed immediately.

&3 &3 3

Mild Moderate Severe

6. Recommendations are provided in several areas as suggestions for
improvement. These may be found in the relevant sections as global and local

issues are discussed.

7. Glossary of terms may be found for quick reference for definitions of terms used

in the usability domain.

o




Project Goals

The main goal of the project is to inform the design through a heuristic

evaluation so that a useful, usable, and desireable interface can be achieved.

Usable

Desireable

Critical elements of good website design

AProvides value

AFulfils user purpose(s)
ABeneficial to the user
AClear value proposition

AEasy to use & understand
ALearnable
AEfficient
APrevents errors
Antuitive

Anesthetically pleasing

ADelights user
AMlotivates interaction

=




Website Goals

Users are often task-focused, and elements of the interface that aid task
completion are essential. Attention is a limited resource, and cognitive processing to
suppress non-task-relevant elements in an interface requires mental effort. Additionally,
the amount of attention required depends on the complexity of the tasks, the similarity
between tasks, the physiological factors (visual elements such as contrast and size) as
well as familiarity with the interface (practice effects). A pleasant user experience should

aid the effective completion of tasks with a minimal amount of mental effort.

Business goals are typically geared towards increasing revenue by motivating
customers to purchase items or to increase brand value and brand loyalty by promoting

continuous and positive engagement with the brand.

Though user goals and business goals are not often completely aligned, there

should be an effective balance between both.

Get users to
select more
premium features.

Tells me where
the nearest
dealer is.

Easy to find a car with
the right features for
me i and within my

budget

Get users to
sign up &
build long-

Guides me in term contact. Advertise
customizing fo) the latest
the perfect models

Lets me car for me.
compare
models

easily.

%

Theuser 6s perspeq( The business perspective

N =




User Goals

- Identify which model of car includes features that best suits their needs
o Compare features between models
o Compare prices between models
- Customize their ideal car within a budget
0 Customize exterior features
0 Customize interior features
o Customize performance features
o Customize service packages
o Find saved customized builds
- Locate a dealer
0 Nearest dealer
o0 Dealer based in another location
- Obtain service information in the event of a break-down or emergency

- Buy or replace a specific part of a car

=)




Business Goals

- Motivate users to buy a Mercedez-Benz
o0 Promote special offers and new models
0 Motivate users to schedule a test drive
o Encourage word-of-mouth through social media
- Support Mercedez-Benz owners
0 Nearest service location
0 Puchase parts and accessories
- Register users so long-term contact can be established to foster brand

loyalty

Figure 3: Scheduling a test drive for a Mercedes-Benz is already an indicator of purchase intentions. During

atest drive, potential owners get a first-hand feel for the car & features, as well as develop an emotional
attachment to the car. Therefore, the test drive is a critical part of the complete car sales process.

)




Users & Personas

In this project, we conducted market research of current owners and target buyers.
Based on the demographics of current users and target buyers, we composed personas

to reflect the different perspectives as users navigate through the website.

Car Experts are particularly
knowledgeable about cars, are concerned

with (and understand) performance and

other measures of vehicle quality, and
£
frequent car websites to read reviews and ‘
news. They could also be previous or
current owners of Mercedes-Benz
vehicles, and therefore have depth of familiarity with the brand and the selection of

models. A persona profile for the car expert, David, is on the following page.

Car Novices are less knowledgeable
about cars, and are less concerned with s "’a = ‘ e ‘
performance though they expect a high
degree of reliability. They are unlikely to be
acquainted with standard vehicle quality
measures, and are not likely to frequent S - Y = 3|
websites dedicated to cars. They are most proba unfamiliar wih the selection of
Mercedes-Benz models and the differences in features offered by each model. A profile

for our car novice persona, Melanie, is provided on the following page.

=




David, Car Expert

Age:

Household income:

Car purchase history:

Knowledge of cars:

Related browsing Frequently visits websites dedicated to cars, member of

behavior:

Key concerns when

purchasing a vehicle:

| care about what a car says about me 1
respectabl e, reliabl e,

hood, and all the details that make a car great.

on a car website, | want to know what is under the

50, middle-aged professional
>$250k/year
Current owner of a BMW 3 sedan, previously an Audi

A4

High T understands mechanics of performance,

subscribes to Automobile magazine and MotorTrend.

an online car enthusiast forum
1 Performance
1 Aesthetics
9 Interior features

1 Technology




Melanie, Car Novice

|l 6d |I'i ke a car that s
professional and a mother, but also looks good. It
needs to fit within my budget and require minimal
maintenance.

Melanie

Age: 35, young professional

Household income: $200k/year
Current owner of a Toyota Camry and looking to
Car purchase history:
upgrade
Average i understands the basics, but relies on others

Knowledge of cars:
for recommendations and information

Related browsing Frequents luxury shopping websites, compares prices

behavior: and features of products for value

1 Aesthetics

{1 Features
Key concerns when 1 Price
purchasing a vehicle 1 Reliability

1 Good service/warranty packages




Contextual Inquiry

Two contextual inquiry methods were chosen for this project with a focus on

assessing if the website met the goals of being useful, usable and desirable. Two

types of users were recruited participate in one of two contextual inquiry methods 1

participants either fitthei Ca r

group.

Figure 4: A semi-structured interview with
Russell W.

Figure 5: Joe B. completing tasks

during an informal usability test

Experto user group cha

First, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with a preselected set of questions to
understand what the needs and goals of a website
about cars should deliver. This method served as

method to ascertain if the website was useful.

Analysis of the results led to development of the
informal usability tests using a task-based

approach to determine if interactions within the

website were error-free, efficient and effective. The

usability tests allowed us to obtain measures for

usability and to observe if the website delivered

on aspects deemed desirable for a pleasant

interactive experience.

racte

a

E i
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Semi-structured Interviews

Participants were interviewed in-person in a comfortable setting regarding their
knowledge about cars, usage of car websites and needs and goals from interactions
with car websites. Factors influencing purchasing decisions were also determined from
the interviews. Analysis of data revealed some common patterns in users wants, needs

and goals on a luxury car website.

Key Questions:

1 Walk me through your process of how you buy a car i from the moment you
determine that you want a new car until you sign the paperwork.

1 What do you look for when you are going to buy a car?

1 What features are most important to you?

1 What are your favorite luxury sedan brand(s)? Why?

1 Do you do research before you purchase cars? How?

1 Do you use any online resources? Which sites? How often?

=)




Interview Participants

Participants were all volunteers recruited through online advertising on social
networking sites (Facebook and Twitter). All participants were given a $10 Starbucks

gift card for their participation in a 40-minute session.

&

Name
Michael L. Russell W. Tilia W.
Age 32 25 27 28
Occupation Interaction Graduate Business Software
P Designer Student Consultant Engineer
Curr_ent VEmElE 228 Nissan 240SX None Nissan Cube
Vehicle (motorcycle)
P\;gxliglues Subaru Impreza Honda Civic Hyundai Elantra ~ Subaru Outback
Knowledge
about cars Deep Deep Shallow Shallow
Reads car
magazines or
visits Yes Yes No No
websites/blogs
regularly

B




Interview Findings

Walk-through of car-buying process

Awnhat are my needs?

Determine ANew or pre-owned?
general Awnhich type of car? Do | want a sports car, an SUV or
characteristics sedan?
of ideal car AWhich car brands do | like?

Awhat are my must-haves and nice-to-haves?

Set financial Awnhat is my budget?
parameters ACash or monthly payments?

Awhich brands and models fit withinr my budget?
AWnat are the current trends?

Awnhat do reviews and experts say?

AWnhich cars are most visually appealing to me?

General
research

AWnhich car is the best value?

Awhich car fits "my style" the most?

Awhich car did | like best in a test drive?

AAre there special deals or service packages?

Narrow
selection of
cars

AWnhat is the transaction process?
AWnhat are my payment options?

Buying the car

AHow should | maintain my car?

Awnhat do | do when | need service or am in an
emergency?

Awhere can | buy parts?

Ownership

AHow should | sell my car?
ACan my previous dealer assist me?
Moving on Als there a servicing or maintenance procedure | do
before | sell my car?
Awnat happens to my warranty or service package? Is it
transferable?

=B



Importance of details & features on a luxury car website

Most important
website
features

v

Less important
website
features

Car Expert

Exterior visualizations

Comparison tools

Customization tools

Access to independent reviews

Information on technological

features (GPS, cruise controls,
entertainment system)

Performance details i particularly

speed-related (torque,
horsepower, acceleration)

Price information

Interior visualizations and
information on options

Safety features

Car Novice

Exterior visualizations

Interior features & visuals

Comparison tools

Price information

Customization tools

Information on technological
features (GPS, cruise controls,
entertainment system)

Safety features

General performance details i
efficiency (mpg), reliability

Dealer & service information

Access to independent reviews

Summary

Heavy attention to details,

will scan and dive deep
into information. Very
important to support

model-comparison tasks
and customization tasks.

Focus on visuals and
surface-level features.
Seeks information in
digestible pieces (avoid
information overload).
Appreciates guidance
during process.

=




Related web-browsing behaviors

a ™
Car

Experts
N /

AUnderstands technical details of cars \

AVisits popular magazines & Websites:
AutoTrader, Kelly Blue Book, eBay
Motors

AFamiliar with standard navigation layouts
of car websites - comes with structural
expectations

ASeeks expert opinions

ADetails > Overviews /

~
Car
Novices

\ J

AShallow understanding of technical \
details
ADoesn't frequent car websites, but
familiar with online shopping navigation -
likes to browse and compare at-a-glance
AWill look to others for recommendations
at advice more heavily (seeks social
validation)

AOverviews >Details /

=B




Informal Usability Tests

Participants were asked to perform several key tasks that were identified as critical
use cases on the website. Errors and navigation patterns were analyzed to discover

usability problems while using the interface.

Key tasks:

1 Identify value proposition from a first impression test
9 Build a car under a budget of $120,000
o Find a dealer and schedule for a test drive for the car that was built.
1 Save and compare between saved builds
1 Find out how many models start at below $70,000
1 Obtain service information
o0 Where to get serviced
o What to do,
o How often

M Sell an owned Mercedes-Benz

Your E350 BlueIEC Sedan
$53,825

Color

§ EEEOEEEEL,
Dlamona Write tetalic 51

Premium 2 Package

Figure 6: Rask progress and facial expressions were

recorded during the sessions
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Usability Test Participants

Participants were all volunteers recruited through online advertising on social

networking sites (Facebook and Twitter). All participants were given a $10 Starbucks

gift card for participating in a 30-minute session.

&

Car Expert

User Group

Name

Age

Occupation

Current
Vehicle

Previous
Vehicle

Knowledge
about cars

Reads car
magazines or
visits

websites/blogs

regularly

\_

Joe B.
27

Software
Engineer

Mazda 3

Subaru Impreza

Deep

Yes

Ken C.
26

Mechanical
Engineer

Mazda Miata

Ford Taurus

Deep

Yes

Car Novice

Tiffany L.

23

Graduate Student

Toyota Camry
2004

None

Shallow

No

Kevin M.

27

Statistician

Ford Falcon 1993

Ford Laser 1999

Average

Occasionally

=




Usability Test Findings

Value Proposition

The first impression task gave participants a brief exposure to the website. The

purpose of this task was to understand if the website delivered a clear value proposition

to users.

Most participants were able to identify that the website:

Has a large variety of models

Has details on all the Mercedes-Benz models
Has special deals

Has a customization tool

<K<K

Most participants did not identify

How Mercedes-Bens is superior to other car brands
Each model has customization options

Has a selection of pre-owned cars

Allows comparisons between models

Has resources for current owners

ccccc

Figure 7: Fifteen seconds on this front page doesn't

convey much value to users

=




Other General First-Impression Comments

It looks pretty, | guess.

T her dage vaiety. I di dnot
Mercedes had so many models.

| t 6 s Tiddoksiliketany other website.

What 6s with the tiny

I get that the | etten
those are the models. Do e s n drhe what is
the difference. Does C mean Classy and E
mean Elegant?

Seems like a lot of ads. And the ads were
jumping. Annoying.

Car Novices 0
Comments

Colors and layout look professional.

| t 6 s stamdart forya manufacturer site.

That whole first page seems useless to me.
|l t6s more | i ke a TV tha

Woul d o6 v eicelfd Baused more on
what makes Mercedes-Benz the best for the
money.

AN AN

CarExpert | t 6 s tlo mudh and nothing at the
Comments same time.
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Car-building Task

® Front Page

Car Experts m Browsing Vehicles

m Exterior
m Interior

m Entertainment & Convenience

m Performance & Safety?2
Car Novices
m Service & Care

Summary

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700

Figure 8: Time on task by page (in seconds)

Users were spending an unusual and unnecessarily large amount of time
comparing between models. The interface did not adequately allow the users to
compare efficiently. Additionally, feedback was not placed in appropriate proximity

to input areas i users did not notice changes in price as they built their car, for example.

Information overload on local pages overwhelmed users. Users disliked the
extremely copy-heavy descriptions and found them difficult to understand, and users

confessed that they barely read any of the text.

Additional usability issues were uncovered and are discussed in detail in chapters

on Global Issues & Local Issues.

=




Task Completion
Most participants were able to complete these tasks without much difficulty:
V Find option to start building car

Most participants were able to complete these tasks with some difficulty:

Most participants were not able complete these tasks:

U Find a list of all cars of a certain type i Sedan, Coupe, SUV, Roadster &
Supercar
U Find a list of all cars that fit within a certain budget




Summary of Contextual Inquiry Findings

Usable esireable
Acan | get to what As it pleasureable
| need? to use?
ADoes the As the website as
interface help beautiful as an
me? SLK 3507

In order for an interface to be useful:

The website needs to provide value to the user. Value proposition is important
because it gives the user the reasons they would use the website (as opposed to other
websites, such as Kelly Blue Book). A useful website contains all the information and
interactions they need from Mercedes Benz that might not be available on other
websites. A good website will anticipate and deliver on every touchpoint of the
Mercedes-Benz experience i from the pre-purchase to ownership to selling of the

vehicle.

=




In order for an interface to be usable:

The interface should support and aid all tasks and user goals. Car novices are
in particular need for an interface that provides guidance throughout the browsing
process. Users place particular value on comparison tools that allow efficient
comparisons between models. Additionally, all areas of website should aid scanning
behavior but allow for depth where appropriate for car experts. Easy access to details
is important, and a clean interface will allow users to find and direct attention on

features important to them efficiently and effectively.

In order for the website to be desireable:

Convey the message of luxury and quality through pleasant and smooth
interactions as well as appealing aesthetics. The entire browsing experience should
feel no less enjoyable than driving a luxury sedan. Give users a sense of control and

security, and provide delight by anticipating needs and fulfilling them.

B




Global Usability Issues

The following section defines usability issues persistent throughout the interface
and present impediments to successful, efficient and enjoyable use of the website as
users complete their tasks. Global issues in this interface primarily stemmed from an
inefficient architecture and poor application of design principles on the entire site

resulting in navigational errors and task-errors.

Each section is titled by the design principle or scientific principles that are violated
on the website. Sections include definitions of the principles as well as examples of

violations occurring on the website.
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Goal-Based Design

Interfaces should support known user goals so that users are will find greater
usefulness and effectiveness in their experience of the website. When user goals and
procedural tasks are known, then user should be able to achieve those goals easily

through proper design of the architecture, navigation and elements of the interface.

Additionally, all important tasks for goal-achievement should contain emergent
features to prevent users from failing to attend to them. A good interface aids successful

and efficient goal completion, while a badly designed interface prevents it.
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The overall structure of the website is
not particularly goal based. Ideally, a
goal-based structure should support the
task structure (shown in the contextual
inquiry results from interviews).

Additionally, important functions are
hidden (highlighted in red). One of the
primary goals is to build a car around set
parameters i this function is tucked away
in a corner, on buttons that do not have
emergent or distinguishing features to
draw attention.
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