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I. Introduction 

 
1. As the OECD’s principal interface with the outside world, www.oecd.org is visited daily by about 
44,000 people in search of OECD news, reports and data. The website is built of hundreds of thousands of 
pages, has a wealth of information and options, and results in users at times not finding what they are 
looking for. In the past, the OECD website success was measured by page views and visitors. However, the 
number of visits to a website is not a good indicator of its success. What should be measured is the users’ 
success in finding what they are looking for and accomplishing their tasks.  
 
2. In 2009, the OECD started working with a well-known website usability consultant, Mr. Gerry 
McGovern (Customer Carewords http://www.gerrymcgovern.com/ ), with the aim of building a more user-
focused website. This paper describes the approach that OECD is taking to build such a site, as it actively 
employs usability testing to do so.  
 

II. OECD website background 

3. At present, management of the OECD website is decentralised and content is loaded by approximately 
400 staff members from about 20 different departments or programmes. A team of 4-5 people in the Media 
Division in the Public Affairs and Communications Directorate (PAC) is responsible for navigation, 
layout, graphics, editorial rules, administering rights, and providing staff with technical and editorial 
                                                      
1 Prepared by Terri Mitton, terr.mitton@oecd.org. 
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support. The delivery of information to the public is essentially defined by the complex accumulation of 
internal structures, policies and technical infrastructure. 
 
4. OECD content pages are being added and modified continuously throughout the year. In May 2010, 
OECD had 180,849 live content items, 7,090 draft and 9,137 archived items. The live content included, 
84,453 document uploads which consisted of files in 22 various formats (PDF, XLS, bmp, ppt, zip, doc, 
etc.). On the content side, the number of new files added on www.oecd.org each year has tripled since 
2001. The volume of online content and number of website visitors is on an increasing trend. 
 
5. The last major technical upgrade of the OECD website platform dates back to 2001. To keep pace with 
technology and changing communications practices, the website needs to be upgraded and redesigned. 
Major changes are needed in the navigation and layout of the site, in quality control mechanisms to ensure 
satisfactory services are provided to users. The OECD website redevelopment project is currently 
underway to address these issues. 

III. What do users want to do on our website? 

6. When a user comes to the OECD website, we know (s)he comes for a reason. The user usually has a task 
to do or needs to find information of some kind. Users’ expectations are such that they want to find 
information in the least number of clicks. What users want on a website can be the subject of a lot of 
organisational debate yet the best way to find out is to ask the users. In September 2009, OECD engaged a 
web usability consultant, Mr. Gerry McGovern, to carry out a study and conduct an online survey. The 
purpose of the online survey was to identify the ‘top tasks’ that users wanted to accomplish when they 
visited the OECD website. Here is a sample of the type of tasks that were developed: 
 

• Access to raw data 
• Find a working paper 
• Attending meetings and events 
• Buy a publication 
• Compare country statistical data 
• Country surveys/ reviews / reports 
• Find an OECD subject expert 

 
7. We asked OECD website customers to vote for their top 5 tasks. Over 2,000 voted. The top 10 tasks got 
over 50% of the votes. The top 4 tasks received 25% of the vote. 
 
OECD website customer voting trends  
 Tasks Votes 
1 Country survey/review/reports 7% 
2 Compare country statistical data 6% 
3 Statistics on one particular topic 6% 
4 Browse an online publication for free 5% 
5 Working papers 5% 
6  Publication by topic 5% 
7 Basic facts, summaries, overviews 4% 
8 Statistics on one particular country 4% 
9 Statistics forecasts / projections 4% 
10 Access to raw data 3% 
11 International guidelines and standards (corporate 

governance, tax havens) 
3% 

Top 25% 

Top 50% 
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12 Statistical sources and methods 3%
13 What’s new (hot topics, recent publications, events) 3%
14 OECD policy advice by topic, country 3% 
15 OECD Annual Report 2% 
16 Publication by country 2% 
17 Best practice in policy implementation 2% 
18 Publication by title 2% 
19 Simple easy-to-understand tables and graphs 2%
20 News releases 2% 
 
The bottom 20 tasks received only 3% of the vote. Here are some of the tasks at the bottom of the list: 

• How OECD interacts with non-member countries 
• How OECD is funded (budget) 
• Find OECD officials 
• Press conferences (Calendar, accreditation) 
• Tours of OECD 
• Secretary-General speeches and activities 

 
The challenge with the bottom tasks is that they are often very important communication items for 
management. The survey provides compelling information on what should be given more prominence on 
our website. 

IV. How successful are users at accomplishing their tasks on our website? 

A. Conducting the usability test 

8. From the survey, we knew what people want to do on our website. The next step was to find out what 
people have a difficult time doing on our website. In December 2009, Gerry McGovern carried out a set of 
usability tests on the OECD website. The usability tests focused on the top tasks. Rather than ask a user to 
find a country survey, we had to create simple, real examples for the activities. We created questions that 
were neutral and did not lead the user to find the answers.  
 
9. Here is an example of some of the questions: 

1. What are the OECD’s latest recommendations regarding Japan’s healthcare system? (Country 
surveys / reviews / reports) 

2. What is the latest average starting salary, in US Dollars, of a primary school teacher across 
OECD countries? (Statistics on one particular topic) 

3. Did more males per capita die of heart attacks in Canada than in France in 2004? (Compare 
country statistical data) 

 
10. A baseline task performance usability test was conducted with 18 people who were representative of 
OECD website users. This included students, statisticians, researchers, journalists, economists and policy 
advisors. The test was conducted remotely using sharing software. The screens were recorded so that the 
test observers could review them afterwards.  
 
11. In 2010, Gerry McGovern taught usability testing basics to a selection of OECD staff. Since then, 
OECD carried out four sets of in-person usability tests with 17 people, including students, journalists, 
researchers, and statisticians, based on Steve Krug’s method (www.sensible.com/rocketsurgery/index.html 
). Users are given four-to-five task-related questions based on the top tasks which require that the user find 
and/or use specific information on the website within five minutes per task. We remind the tester that the 
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purpose is to test the usability of the OECD website and not the user’s online skills. The user takes the test 
in the presence of an OECD agent who runs the test, and is observed at a distance by a small team of 
observers via screen and audio sharing. The tester leaves with a small compensation such as an OECD 
book or USB key. 
 
12. The 2011 tests have focused on testing statistics-related tasks, but future tests for www.oecd.org will 
focus on testing the ease with which users can find, access and  download publications, country-related 
information and topic-related information. The tests are recorded and to date have been observed live by 
our Paris, Berlin and Washington offices. 

B. Measuring the results of the usability test 

13. The results of the task performance indicator usability tests are measured based on three items  
• Success rate: How many users successfully completed the task? 
• Disaster rate: How many users thought that they completed the task but had the wrong answer? 
• Completion time: Of these who completed the task, how long did it take them? How does this 

compare an estimate of the optimal time? 
 
14. For the OECD website, the success rate from the baseline task performance was success 50%, failure 
42% and disaster 8%.  
 
Gerry McGovern recommended we aim for the following task performance indicator targets:  

• To have successful completion rates for top tasks greater than 90% 
• To have disaster rates lower than 5% 
• To have as short of a completion time as possible 

 
15. To achieve this objective, we continue to conduct usability tests using the Krug-based method and 
make incremental improvements. Following a set of usability tests, the observing team discusses the top 
three usability problems identified by each member of the team and identifies solutions and action plans. 
By testing with several people, we start to see common issues and understand why tasks are not completed 
or why they take longer than necessary to complete. 
 
For example, we start with a question which was based on the top tasks: 

Find a table that gives key statistical information, such as government deficit and CO2 emission 
levels; in Japan for 2007 (browse statistics on a particular country) 

 
We can see that most users navigate by ‘country’ first and they usually find the ‘Country Statistical Profile 
of Japan’. Once the user finds the Country Statistical Profile of Japan, they often have problems finding the 
right number for the year because the table header is not visible when the tester scrolls down the page. 
When we ask as a follow-up question for testers to compare this data to the same data for another country, 
none of them click on the breadcrumbs at the top of the page and most navigate back the same way to find 
data on another country. 
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16. Some of the top usability issues which have been identified are listed below: 

• Cross search hides the navigation bar  
• Long text on publication pages made it difficult to find the content 
• Content not clicked on home/topic/country pages due to design and navigation  
• Testers couldn’t find a Publication Portal  
• Testers became lost on Stats portal due to the Navigation  
• Testers prefer to navigate first by country or topic rather than ‘statistics’ 
• Quick rotation of News box meant area was completely missed 
• Confusion of what the News tab is, testers thought it was the latest information  
• Testers expect forward-navigation 
• Massive XLS files are overwhelming, need breaking down, better presentation  
• Need to freeze headers in tables 
• Some terms difficult for non-experts 
• Stats AZ: Should start with table, end with most complicated (Complete database) 
• The popular requests block users’ ability to navigate (users thought they were themes) 

V. Results to date 

17. In December 2010, OECD published a new relooked website to improve the first level navigation.  
Since then, some incremental improvements have been made. Work to build an improved website, based 
on the usability testing research is underway. 
 
OECD website home page for initial usability tests (circa 2010) 
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Relooked OECD website home page (since December 2010) 

 
 
18. Prior to the release of the relooked home page, we conducted usability tests and we discovered that 
users were getting lost in the navigation on the statistics tab. As a result, the test observers decided to build 
a new page for the statistics tab. We also decided to make the subsequent usability tests focus on statistics-
related tasks. In the first four months of 2011, the success rate for users completing statistics tasks 
improved from 25% to 53%.  
 
Previous statistics tab: 
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New statistics tab: 

 
 
19. By conducting the usability tests, we are building evidence and experience of what works. The 
approach helps to build consensus among a diverse set of observers. The test observers cringe, laugh and 
cry together as they watch users stumble into the same patterns. They work together as a team to identify 
the top issues and define action plans for improvement. The website is being continuously adapted and 
tested with users. At times, changes may improve some tasks yet introduce new problems so we must retest 
and adjust as necessary.  
 
20. OECD will conduct another task performance indicator usability test after the new website is launched 
on a new platform in early 2012. This will gauge progress since Gerry McGovern’s baseline task 
performance indicator test and serve as a key website performance reporting tool. 
 

VI. Conclusion 

21. The Organisation’s website is one of the primary means of communicating with the public. The success 
of the website should be based on the users’ success in quickly finding what they are looking for and 
accomplishing their tasks. To achieve success, we must manage the top tasks of our customers. A good 
way to encourage the support within the organisation is to show evidence that the website is working for 
users. 


