Usability Report: Hotmail

1.0  Introduction

This report summarizes the results of a usability test of a Web-based email system.  The study was a part of the Comparative Usability Evaluation 2 (CUE-2) project and was conducted at a major university using college students as participants.  This usability study was a little different from others in that all of the students acted as co-usability evaluators.  Course requirements did not allow for student team reports.  Consequently, this report is an aggregation of all of the student evaluations.  As such, a number of caveats are offered in the section below.

1.1 Frame of Reference

It should be noted up front that the author of this usability report has certain biases that may be expressed in the results and/or lack of results.  We agreed to participate in this usability study assuming incorrectly that the site being selected would be a not-for-profit site providing some social benefit to individuals and/or civilization as a whole.  This was clearly an oversight on the author’s part.   Nevertheless, we made this assumption due to our lab’s past involvement with the evaluation and development of non-commercial sites.  When the site was announced, we were quite dismayed that we had agreed to provide for free a usability report for a commercial site: Hotmail.  Second, if that were not bad enough, we learned that Hotmail had been acquired by Microsoft.  Third, we realized that the participants who were to serve in the study would be subjected to advertising banners in the course of the evaluation and that our institution would not be receiving any of the revenues from this advertising.  Finally, we had the participants sign a consent form that guaranteed their anonymity.  We do not have assurances from Microsoft or Hotmail that their files are kept in an anonymous, secure manner and that they will not be shared with other parties.  Consequently, we instructed the participants to use bogus information when registering for their Hotmail mail accounts if this security/privacy issue concerned them.  A number of them did.  Finally, we were disturbed that a possible by-product of this usability study would be an increase in the number of registered Hotmail users.  In other words, we surmised that a possible intended outcome of this study was not only an evaluation but increased market penetration and subscriber base for Hotmail.  

For these reasons, we must admit that we did not commit substantial lab resources or time to this project and we did not use the full version of the Questionnaire for User Interaction Satisfaction (QUIS 7.0) that was developed in our lab.  Nevertheless, we did not want to drop out totally from the CUE-2.  We wanted to continue to participate in order to raise the issue of evaluator bias, to fight for the users and user's rights, and to uncover problems that are more than interface deep.

2.0  Method

Students in two upper level cognitive psychology undergraduate courses at the University of Maryland were asked to go through the steps to register for a Hotmail account as a part of their course assignment.  Half of the students were instructed to use the MSN URL and the rest the Hotmail URL.  Specifically, the students were asked to register an account on the mail server, login and logout, use the mail server with and without frames, compose a message and mail it to drbyte@lap.umd.edu, try customizing under the Options menu, try the member directory and email lookup, set up the address book, see if they could use the POP setup under options to get mail from their wam.umd.edu accounts, and try the help system. When they had completed their exploration of the functionality of Hotmail, they were asked to complete an on-line from that can be viewed at http://www.lap.umd.edu/cue2/form.html.  The form consisted five open-ended questions regarding the good and bad points of the Hotmail interface from a cognitive perspective, comments on the ability to navigate through the Hotmail interface, and comments on the advertising and on the issue of security.  They were then asked whether they would continue to use Hotmail and recommend it to others.  Finally, they were asked to rate Hotmail using the QUIS overall scale.

A total of 50 students completed the evaluation (32 females and 18 males).

3.0  Results

3.1  User Comments

The majority of students had accounts with the university email system on UNIX servers using Telnet and PINE (78%).  Over 50% of the students were frequent users of the university system.  PINE is a versatile, text-based interface.  WWW-based, Internet browsers present quite a different perceptual environment to the students.  The rest used an ISP's email system with Netscape or Eudora.

When asked about what they liked best about Hotmail nearly all had something good to say.  Among the responses 32% mentioned that it was easy to use, 20% liked the way in which categories organized, and 16% liked the use of color.  Other positive comments given by at least 3 students were that it was easy to navigate and to move around quickly; it was easy to store and retrieve folders; it was pretty much straight forward and easy to understand; and it was easy to learn.

When asked about what they disliked about Hotmail, 82% had something negative to say.  These comments were more varied in terms of the categories that they could be assigned to.  Among the responses18% mentioned that there were too many Web-based distractions (e.g., graphics, links, banners) and 10% noted that the pages were too busy and distracting. Other negative comments given by at least 3 students were that the terminology seemed hard for novices to understand; there was too much information all at once; users were unable to access other email accounts; it was hard to learn; the system was slow; users that have to enter too much information to use Hotmail; the system was unfamiliar to them and they preferred the current system; they had a hard and frustrating time getting a unique login name; there was no room for customizing or it was too hard to do; and it was hard to set up the pop mail service.

When asked about navigating through the system, 78% said that it was easy;  however, 48% also added some negative comment about the navigation.  These ranged from the idea that it was confusing to a novice to the organization of the functions not matching the order in which users naturally process mail.

When asked about the advertising banners, 32% said that they hated the advertising banners or found them irritating, distracting, and pointless.  It was noted by 10% of the students that the advertising seemed deceptive because they were lurked to click on an advertisement when that was not their intent.  They commented that advertisements should be clearly marked.  Some of the students (28%) noted that they accepted the advertising as a sort of “necessary evil” for the service to be provided free of charge.  There were some positive comments:  16% noted that they were interesting and a good way to find out about things; and 8% noted that they found them attractive, short, and to the point.  Other students noted that they didn’t mind the advertising (14%) and/or they didn’t pay any attention to them (12%).

Security was the final issue.  Over 60% of the students were very concerned about security and privacy issues with the Internet in general and Hotmail in particular.  They were concerned about their names and other information being accessible by others.  One commented, 

“Yes, I am very worried about these issues.  When I registered the WAM account for the first time, I did not know that our e-mail addresses are published.  As a result, I received  harassing e-mail from a man who has been stalking me.  Any beginners should be clearly notified this possibility.  However, I really strongly believe that the security and privacy are taken for granted.”   

Another was amazed at how much you could find on the Internet: 

“Yes, I was very surprised that I could look up some faculty members including Dr. …  under the email lookup function. I am not so sure but I think the system reveals whatever information the members feed into the system. So,  I used a pseudonym instead of my real name.  It was very uncomfortable to use my real name in the system that is highly accessible by others.   It might be also very uncomfortable to get messages from another member in the system who I don't know. I think it can result in violation of personal privacy to give out a person's email address just because people use the same email system.” 

Another student noted that he used other measures; 

“Generally, I trust that the information I transmit by e-mail is too banal for the attention of hackers, and I refuse to transmit sensitive information through non-RSA certified channels.  When I want to send a highly sensitive piece of information, I encrypt it using PGP.  I also do not readily distribute my public key.”  

One student noted, “I don't like the thought that Microsoft owns my information. Also, I didn't like that huge contract in the beginning.”  Another, “I did not like that I had to give them my password to my WAM account, in order for them to transfer my email through the "POP-setup".  One student, however, answered whether he was concerned about security by saying, “not at all, because I will never use this account again.”

3.2  Preference Data

When asked, “Would you continue to use this email system on your own?” 58% answered in the affirmative.  When asked, “Would you recommend this email system to friends?”  52% answered yes.  Finally, asked, “Would you use this email system for sensitive, urgent messages?” 36% said that they would.

3.3  Overall QUIS Ratings 

Only the overall QUIS ratings are reported here.  Detailed diagnostic will not be presented for reasons noted above.  The table below lists means and standard deviations for each of the six overall scales.

Scale
Average
Standard Deviation

terrible -wonderful
5.76
1.72

frustrating -satisfying
5.76
1.89

dull - stimulating
5.32
2.01

difficult - easy
6.94
1.63

inadequate - adequate power
5.92
1.93

rigid- flexible
5.88
1.68

In terms of the QUIS scale, ratings between 5 and 6 are favorable, but not outstanding.  However, the ease of use of Hotmail stands out with a rating of 6.94.

4.0  Conclusions

Based on these data, it is fairly clear that Hotmail is easy to use and presents an acceptable interface.  Since Hotmail has been out for quite a while and already used by a wide base of users, we did not expect to find any “show stoppers” at the top level.  On the other hand, there are some aspects of the interface that could be improved.  These pertain to the organization of the menus and functions.  

Finally, beyond the superficial level of the interface, users are very concerned about what they buying into in using Hotmail as their primary mail server.  Who owns the information?  Who uses the information and for what purpose?  Who has access to the information?  Who is responsible for misuse of the information?  It's bad enough that regular mail carried by the United States Post Office is cluttered with junk advertising.  How bad will it be when the promoters of junk mail run the post office itself?

Our recommendation is for people to avoid Hotmail for serious email use.  It is only useful if people want to play around and expose themselves to the Internet and all of its hawkers.

