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Goals for this research

Our main goal for this round of research is to validate assumptions in which 
the staging website was built upon. The assumptions which are the riskiest 
or have the most uncertainty around them will be tested first. Some 
assumptions can be tested at later stages.

We are specifically concentrating on testing the ‘Our work’, ‘Topics’ and 
search functions on the staging website. We identified these as the riskiest 
areas so we’re testing these first.



Methodology and users



Session design

The session began with an introduction to what we wanted to find out. We then asked 
opening questions including finding out usual tasks they carry out on the NAO website. 

We then went to the staging website and carried out the usability test. Here we asked 
users to complete different tasks: 

Natural scenario: We asked users about their usual tasks and asked them to perform them on 
the new staging website. We then asked them about their experience and observed how 
they did on the new website. 

Browse Homepage: We asked users for their thoughts of the homepage and what they found 
useful on it.



Session design

Browse ‘Topics’: We asked users for their thoughts on the range of topics in the menu, asked 
them to explore one of the topic pages to see what they found useful.

Browse ‘Our work’: We asked users if they understood the differences between the content 
types and asked them to explore one of the pages to see if they found it useful to have these 
pages.

Using search and filters: We asked users to search for terms they usually look for to see if they 
found relevant results and if they were able to use the filters on the website. 

We then ended the session by asking for any other feedback.



Research participants

We spoke to a range of users, our aim was to have a good mix of 
perspectives. In this research we spoke to:

1 x Journalist

1 x Researcher

3 x Parliamentary users

4 x Public sector guidance seeker

All participants had basic computer literacy skills. We conducted sessions 
on desktop or laptops, as this is what they use at work.



Findings and insights



Attitudes and perceptions of the NAO

When we asked users about the NAO, they all had positive things to say. 
Some were confused about the role of the NAO and some of the work they 
did. But overall, people were satisfied using the website and using the 
NAO’s work to help with their own work. 

“I use the NAO’s work to pick up evidence about subjects, even when it is 
not a subject I’m interested in, because there is a lot of transferable interest” 
- P2, London councils representative 



Attitudes and perceptions of the current 
NAO website

There were a lot of differing views when users were 
asked about the current NAO website. Overall, the 
perception was positive but when users were shown 
the redesign, they much preferred the new one.

“The current landing page is getting way too busy. It 
doesn’t tell new people who the NAO are or why 
their work is important” - P3, low income tax reform 
group leader

“It feels more like an evolution than a revolution” 
[when referring to the new design] - P4, cabinet office 
civil servant 



All of the research participants used 
the 'search our work' bar when 
asked to do something they would 
do on the current website. Their 
main tasks included searching for 
relevant reports from particular 
government departments or on a 
particular topic. 

This shows us that users want to 
get to content as quick as possible, 
so having the search be as accurate 
as possible is vital. Users also said 
they sometimes browse the site for 
content, so they want to see recent 
and relevant content first so they 
are not wasting time.

The first task given to users was to do something they 
usually do on the current website, everyone undertook 
the same steps.



Homepage



All users said that the new website was a 
definite improvement from the current one.

All users said that the website “feels clean, organised 
and fresh looking” (P9, House of Commons research 
clerk). Users liked that the homepage was not as busy 
as the current website; they could clearly see the 
different sections and understand what they are for. 

Most users pointed out that the ‘Future work’ section 
is particularly useful as a lot of people look at that 
content and “more attention should be brought to it”. 
(P1, journalist). 



To some, it is a known principle that clicking on the logo of a website takes 
you back onto the homepage. But with some of our participants, they did not 
know this and struggled to go back to it. 

One user (P3, low income tax reform group leader) said “Oh, the homepage isn't 
on the menu, so I don't know how to go back.”

This is not a high priority issue, but it is something we need to think about 
with future design decisions so those who are less tech savvy are not at a 
disadvantage.

The majority of users did not know how to navigate 
back to the homepage.



Topic pages



Overall, participants were satisfied with the 
topics pages, they were useful and concise.

When users explored the topic pages, they expressed 
mainly positive responses. Many participants liked the 
content in the banner explaining the topic (and those 
pages without banner content, participants wanted 
there to be content). 

They liked the overall layout of the page, the pictures 
and the different sized cards to show more important 
content. 

“I like it, the page is interesting to look at, the cards, 
the colours, the tags, it’s nice.” - P7, HMRC civil 
servant



To most participants, the topics made 
sense to them and they would know where 
to find content.

Users pointed out that the topics aligned with the 
different government departments and this “made 
sense” to them. 

“If I wanted to look at specific department content, 
I would know where to look. For example, I’d 
expect to find reports about Treasury and HMRC 
under money and tax.” - P4, cabinet office civil 
servant.

Topics from NAO staging website



However, ‘Government’ and ‘Project delivery’ did not make 
sense to them.

Participants did not understand why there was a topic for Government. Even after 
prompting users to read the context banner on the page, they still did not understand 
why it was a separate category.

"Arguably ‘Government’ covers all of the other topics." - P4, cabinet office civil servant

Some also pointed out that they did not understand what ‘Project delivery’ was, but 
after reading the context banner, they understood what it meant (but it does not 
necessarily mean that it is useful to them). Again, it was acknowledged that this is 
something that could fall into other topic areas.



Our work / content type pages



Pages under ‘Our Work’ were 
useful to users who wanted to 
browse particular content types.

Participants found the different content 
types useful, especially if they were 
looking to browse particular content.

They said the design of this page was 
consistent with the rest of the website,  
would use this section regularly. 

Some participants used the search bar in 
these pages as well and received their 
expected results. They found this useful as 
some people used Reports in their work.



Many users were not aware of ‘Insights’ so were intrigued to find 
out more about this section during the research sessions. Several 
participants mentioned that they did not know the NAO 
produced this type of content.

“I think they look like interesting things that I would like to 
read. It’s helpful to have my attention drawn to things I didn't 
know the NAO had done” — P4, cabinet office civil servant 

Most users were intrigued to find out more about 
Insights.



All users said that both sections 
of the website are useful for 
different purposes.

Sometimes users go to the NAO website to 
browse and said both sections would be 
useful in those cases, and when they need to 
find something specific they would be able 
to use the search function. 

How they navigate depends on their job 
role; for example, some users only look at 
specific topics, so they would use that 
section more. 

Overall, both sections are useful to all users.
Topics menu

Our work menu



Card design



The card design was well received by all 
participants.

All users said they liked the card design on all the 
pages, they thought it was consistent and well laid 
out. 

“It makes things easier to scan.” - P4, cabinet office civil 
servant 

Participants also found other elements (like the tag 
and date) on the cards to be useful. 

One participant said, “I like the cards, it has the 
essential information on it without it being 
overcrowded.” - P9, House of Commons research clerk



All users found tagging very helpful, it made clear to 
them what the content was about and where they could 
find it. But some did say that the tag that appeared on the 
card was clearly not the one that was the most important 
or relevant.

Some figured out that it was alphabetical, but this was not 
a logical order to them. They would have preferred if the 
most relevant tag appeared on the card rather than just an 
alphabetical order.

Some users were confused by the tag on the cards.

Users found that some tags were 
not the most important or 
relevant to the report



They soon realised that when they clicked onto 
the content, they could see the other tags but were 
still confused why the other tag appeared instead.

This is not a major issue as only a few participants 
mentioned it, but we should reconsider which tag 
should be shown on the card, rather than it just 
being an alphabetical order. 

Some users became confused when they 
clicked on a particular topic and that topic 
tag was not shown on the card.

Participants were confused why ‘Business and 
enterprise’ is shown rather than ‘Education, 
training and skills’.



Aggregated search pages



Some users expected more cards to load on the page 
instead of going onto the search page. They all said 
this was not a problem that the search page appeared 
as they could easily look through the list to find 
more relevant content. 

However, they would have preferred if more cards 
had loaded as they preferred scanning the cards.

"My preference would be to show the next 12 cards 
that preceded these in publication order" - P6, 
House of commons research clerk

Some users had an unexpected result when they clicked on 
“Search all [type]”.



Taglines would help users understand the 
content before clicking onto it.

Users said it would be helpful to have a tagline 
underneath titles to explain what the content is about, 
rather them clicking into the page and reading the 
description. 

This is also why some users preferred the aggregated 
search page view because there was a tagline 
explaining what the content is about.

"I want to see the text to help me understand whether 
I want to click into it" - P7, HMRC civil servant

Participants pointed out that this tagline is 
useful for them to get a quick overview of 
what the content is about Aggregated search results page or “list view”

Card design layout



Filters are important to users, as they can 
quickly narrow down their search.

Another thing that one user pointed out was that 
they “would be able to use the filters on this page, the 
other page I would have to browse for what I'm 
looking for, here I don't have to do that”. - P8

Some even said they preferred lists because they find 
them easier to scan.

There are a lot of differing views on which page 
participants preferred to use, having them both 
available so users can choose between them is the best 
option.

Aggregated search results page or “list view”

Card design layout



Tags



"Yes it is useful because I usually look for reports, so I can easily find 
them now" - P3, low income tax reform group leader 

Some users would have found it useful if ‘Work in Progress’ and 
‘Press Releases’ had a colour tag as well. 

Also stating if a WIP would be a report, overview or insight in the 
future.

All users found the coloured tags very useful as they 
could easily scan the page and see which products they 
were looking for.



Having the sub content type tags as 
coloured tags confused most users.

Most users found it confusing when the sub content 
type was the coloured tag instead of stating ‘report, 
overview or insight’. 

The colour coding for the tags is new so it’s not 
known to users what the colours mean.

During a session, one participant used the search and 
became confused. She thought she had done 
something wrong when searching for filtered reports.

 “I thought I’d done something wrong when I saw 
the tags, I expected them to say ‘Reports’” - P8

The page the user saw when 
searching for reports

Participants said they didn’t 
understand why it now says 
‘Value for money’ instead of 
‘Report’

"I don't understand why they 
would make it inconsistent" 
[referring to changing the name of 
the tags] - P8, parliamentary user



Explaining what the sub content 
types are would help users 
understand what they are reading.

Several users mentioned that they needed some 
context of what the sub content type tag meant. 

“I thought they were quite different but they are the 
same colour, that is a bit confusing.” [when referring 
to the good practice guide and opinion]- P6, House 
of commons research clerk

Other users also mentioned that they did not 
understand the different insights or the difference 
between departmental and financial overview. Participants would like to know the differences between 

sub topic types



Content pages



Content pages were well received by 
all users.

All users liked the content pages overall. 
They liked the layout, particularly the 
way content was arranged on the page. 

On the left side, the navigation to 
different sections was also useful to users 
because they could easily scan the page 
and find what they were looking for.

Participants 
liked this as 
they could 
jump to 
relevant 
sections in the 
page

Participants 
liked the 
‘background to 
the report’ as it 
quickly 
summed up 
key points



Participants found that some 
aspects of pages were more useful 
than others. 

Participants also found the elements in 
the banner to be useful, particularly the 
topic tags. This allowed them to explore 
other related topics. 

Participants did not find the right-side 
navigation box useful. They questioned 
why it needed to be there when you can 
access reports via the menu.

Participants liked the elements in the banner. They 
explored topics and found ‘departments’ useful

Participants did not find 
this box useful to have



Most participants thought that the 
additional reports listed were not 
related at all to the main content they 
were reading. Users said it would make 
sense if the reports that are 
recommended were related to the 
content on the page, perhaps ones with 
the similar tags.

“This is rubbish… I don’t want to 
know about these [topics], I want to 
browse work relevant to what I’m 
reading.” - P5

Users were confused when they saw the 'more reports' section 
on the content pages.

“I don’t understand why these [reports] 
were surfaced. Are they the most recent, 
most popular or what they [NAO] want 
people to pay attention to?” - P3



Search and filter



Some participants had unexpected search results because they 
didn’t know how to use the search and filters on the website.

All participants used the search and filters during their research sessions. Some had 
good experiences and found what they were looking for immediately. 

“It makes you want to use it, rather than fight for what you are looking for.” - P9

However, some users were confused by some of the search results they had. They all 
navigated to the ‘Search our work’ bar and typed in a phrase, but when the results 
showed, they were confused by them. 

When they didn't receive the results they expected, participants tried typing in a 
different phrase or tried to play around with the filters and some even found that they 
had no results appear. 



When some participants did 
receive no results, they kept 
searching different terms and fell 
down a rabbit hole of ‘no results’ 
because they were not clearing 
filters or searching for terms that 
were irrelevant to what they were 
looking for. 

The main problem was that participants were not reading the 
prompt text when 'no results' appeared on the search page.



Users are used to having sophisticated search engines to use everyday, so when 
they looked at the NAO search results they were disappointed that the content 
they were looking for was not higher up on the search results. 

This is not a significant problem because we observed that most users were able 
to find what they were looking for with the current search once they knew 
how to search properly, and how to use filters to refine their search.

Our participants are using sophisticated search engine like 
Google for their everyday searches, so they expected the same 
for the NAO website.



For example, P6 searched for 
‘Transport’ and he was unsure 
why BEIS content was appearing 
first. Once he noticed that there 
was a department filter, he had 
much better search results.



All users said that the most recent content is always the most relevant to them. 

During the research sessions, participants used the search and found their results 
were irrelevant, but when they changed the ‘sort by’ filter to ‘most recent’, they 
had much better results.

For most users, having 'most recent' as the default 'sort by' 
filter makes the most sense, as the most recent reports are 
the most relevant.



Most participants found the filters useful to 
narrow their searches 

Overall, participants found that all the filters were 
useful. When conducting searches, participants used 
the filters and found that their search results were 
accurate. 

We asked directly about the department filter and 
most participants said that this filter is definitely useful 
to them because some participants’ job role is solely 
related to one department. 

“That’s a good one…” [when asked about the 
department filter] - P6 



Most participants were confused by the doubling up of search bars.

Most users did not understand why there 
were two search bars on the website. After 
asking them why they think there might 
be two, some compared it to the current 
website, and some said the ‘search whole 
site’ makes it clear why it is there. 

However, most did not understand why 
they would need to use both searches. 

Three users said the same thing “why not 
just have one search which searches 
through everything?” “I don’t want to be limited [in my search]” - P7



Other pages



Most participants said there should 
be relevant links on the ‘Support for 
Parliament’ page so people are 
informed.

Most users that visited this page said that 
having links to the PAC would help visitors 
to the site stay informed and understand the 
content further.

“The two are intimately connected.” - P3



Most participants understood the ‘mega menu’ and could easily 
find the content they needed.

Most of the participants found the 
menu easy to use and understandable. 

They said the amount of content in 
the menu is not overwhelming, and 
has the right amount of topics or 
other menu items, as they would be 
able to explore the topics they would 
need to. 



Although some participants struggled with the ‘mega 
menu’, thinking they clicked onto a different page.

Some of our participants became confused when they clicked onto the 
menu. They had thought that they had clicked onto a different page. 

This happened with two participants, so this will need further research to 
see if this is also a major problem for other users. 



Recommendations



Further testing is recommended to make sure users 
notice when and why no search results show.

When the ‘no results’ page appeared, none of 
the participants read the content. We would 
need to do more research on this to find out why 
they are not reading the prompt text. 

Potential solutions to help solve this problem 
could be: change the length of the content 
-this might encourage users to read the text and 
to change the way they search. Or highlight 
important parts of the content so users can 
easily scan the content. 



Show users that filters are in use.

Some users faced the problem of not clearing the 
filters when making a new search, so they were not 
able to get search results. They did not realise that 
they had filters on. We would need to find a way 
to make it more obvious to users that the filters 
are being used.

One potential solution could be to show on the UI 
that the filters are active.

It might help users if we 
highlight which filters are in use



Change the ‘Sort by’ filter default 
from ‘Relevance’ to ‘Most recent’.

All users agreed that the most recent content is 
always the most relevant to them. When 
participants changed the ‘sort by’ filter to ‘most 
recent’, they found much better results. 

So we should change this default from 
‘relevance’ to ‘most recent’.



Show taglines underneath 
titles on cards.

Users said it would be helpful to 
have a tagline underneath titles to 
explain what the content is about, 
rather them clicking into the page 
and reading the description.

This could be easily done as the 
aggregated search page already 
does this. 

Card (taken from topic page)

Search result (from aggregated search results page)



Order tags on card by relevance instead of 
alphabetically.

Users said that the tag that appeared on the 
card was clearly not the one that was the most 
important. 

So we need to change how tags appear with 
content and change the ordering from 
alphabetical to relevance. Card (taken from commercial and 

regulation topic page)



Include colour tags for work in progress 
and press releases.

Users said it would have been 
useful if these two types had 
colour coding as well because they 
are widely used and people would 
be able to quickly scan for them 
on the page. 

Work in progress and 
Press release do not have 
colour tags



Keep colour tags as the main content 
types.

The colour coding for the tags is 
new so it’s not known to users 
what the colours mean, so we 
should just keep the tags as 
‘Reports’, ‘Overviews’ or 
‘Insights’ to keep consistency and 
not to confuse users when they are 
searching for content.

Users don’t know that 
these are reports, so we 
should keep it simple.



Explain what sub content types to users 
on the content pages.

Several users mentioned that they needed some context of what the 
sub content type meant. 

One potential solution is to include an explanation of the content on 
the page. This would help the user understand the differences 
between the sub content types.



Conduct further research on the 
navigation box to see if it’s useful.

Participants did not find the right side navigation 
box useful. They questioned why it needed to be 
there when you can access reports via the menu.

We could do further research on this to see if this 
box is used by users or not. We could tag the link 
through analytics and see if it’s used once the site is 
live. We should not get rid of it just now as we 
only spoke to 9 users.



Make additional content relevant to the main content 
on the page.

Most participants expressed that 
the content below (e.g. ‘More 
reports’ or ‘More insights’) was 
not related at all to the content 
they were reading. Users said it 
would make sense if the content 
that is recommended were related 
to the content on the page, 
perhaps ones with the similar 
tags, instead of surfacing the most 
recent content.
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