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Introduction
This case study will cover:

• Usability evaluation of printed 
materials

• How we used multiple usability 
methods to assess the documents, 
confirm our findings and make 
recommendations
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Background
Congress is concerned about consumer 
debt:

• Average U.S. family carries eight credit cards.

• Credit card debt and personal bankruptcies at an all-time high. 

• 35 million consumers pay only the minimum each month

• Credit cards are the most profitable sector of the U.S. banking 
industry: $30 billion in profits last year. 

• Most consumers do not know the terms of their agreement 
with the companies that issue their cards
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The project
GAO wanted to assess the usability of 
credit card disclosure documents:

• identify where and how the materials 
are problematic for consumers

• provide recommendations for 
improvement

They wanted to test solicitation letters and cardmember agreements 
from four different issuers -- a total of 11 documents. 
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Sample usability issue
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Sample usability issue
8.99 percent? Hooray! 
But wait, what’s in the fine print …
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What we did
We conducted three different evaluations 
of the materials:

• readability analysis 
• heuristic evaluation  
• 12-person usability test

The results will be reported to Congress, which may legislate 
changes to the materials. So we wanted to be as certain of our 
findings and recommendations as we could, given the limited budget.
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Why do it that way?

Artificial environment.

What users say vs actually do.

Small sample size.

More extensive effort. Relatively 
expensive.

Assesses how well representative 
users are able to use interface.

Identifies where they have problems.

Provides insight into why they have 
problems.

Usability 
testing

Doesn’t necessarily mean users will 
encounter problems where predicted.

Established best practices. 

Predicts where and why users will 
encounter difficulties.

Gives guidelines for improvement.

Also relatively cheap.

Heuristic 
evaluation

Only measures what can be counted.

Ignores more important characteristics 
of writing.

Doesn’t mean much; a “red flag” only.

Simple to apply.

Quick & cheap.

Easy to understand metric: grade 
level needed to understand material.

Readability 
analysis

WeaknessesStrengths

Readability Analysis
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Readability formulas
Used Readability Calculations software to 
analyze the materials using several formulas: 

• Flesch Grade Level: Uses average sentence length and 
average syllables per word to predict grade level required to 
understand 75% of the material. 

• FOG (Frequency of Gobbledygook): Uses average sentence 
length and number of difficult words (3+ syllables) to predict 
grade level required to understand 90% of the material.

• SMOG (Simplified Measure of Gobbledygook): Uses number 
of difficult words and number of sentences in a passage to 
predict grade level required for 100% comprehension. 

IIa/UserWorks / GAO Credit Card Disclosure Study / February 2006 11 of 34

Readability of whole document
The average disclosure 
document is written at 
around 12th grade level. 

Most of us read 2-5 grade 
levels lower than the last 
year of education.

Plain language guidelines 
recommend writing at 6th-
8th grade level.  
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Readability of certain sections
Sections explaining 
interest rates, finance 
charges, and payment 
allocation are much more 
difficult. (Sample shown is 
for APR).
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What we learned
The results of the readability formulas 
indicate that text may be too difficult for the 
average reader and may need to be 
simplified.

Concepts that have the biggest affect on 
consumer debt are even more difficult.

Heuristic Evaluation
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The heuristics we used
A Plain English Handbook: 
How to Create Clear 
SEC Disclosure Documents
Developed by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission in 
1998. 

http://www.sec.gov/news/extra/handbook.htm
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Selected guidelines
Organization

• Present the big picture before the details 
• Use headers to break info into manageable sections 
• Group related information

Content
• Keep words, sentences and paragraphs short and simple
• Use active voice
• Omit unnecessary details

Design
• Establish a visual hierarchy 
• Use a legible type size 
• Emphasize text sparingly
• Use left justified, ragged right text 
• Use tables and bulleted lists to simplify presentation
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Solicitation letters
THE GOOD

Use of a table to 
simplify presentation. 

Text emphasized 
sparingly.

Some sentences are 
short and simple.

Use of active voice. 

Legible type size 
(11 pt.)
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Solicitation letters
THE BAD

Very little hierarchy 
(almost all type is the 
same size)

Related information 
not grouped.
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Solicitation letters
THE BAD

Long, complex sentences.

Jargon

Very small fine print (and a lot of it).
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Cardmember agreements
THE GOOD

Table of contents helps give users 
an overview of content available 
and direct access to it. (Discover)

Headings that make sense and 
are easy to pick out also help 
users find the information they 
seek. (Citibank)

Short sentences, conversational 
tone, active voice. (Citibank)
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Cardmember agreements
THE BAD

Some passive 
voice

Legalese

Long sentences 
(70+ words)

Common terms are 
capitalized

Jargon

Fill justified text

Complete reliance 
on prose; few 
tables, bulleted 
lists or examples

Headings are 
present, but are not 
easy to locate

Headings don’t 
always describe 
paragraph content

Very little 
hierarchy; key 
information not 
emphasized
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Cardmember agreements
THE BAD

Unnecessary information

Is it really necessary to describe 
what happens if the Wall Street 
Journal ceases publication?

Unnecessary numbers don’t 
correspond to anything useful like 
a table of contents. Readers must 
actively ignore the information.

Usability Test
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Test procedure
• Use one company’s solicitation letter to 

accomplish tasks
• Take a break
• Use another company’s cardmember 

agreement for a similar set of tasks. 

We tested these materials with 12 users. Each document was used 
three times by different participants.
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What we asked
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What we wanted to find out
• Could they use the documents to find 

information? 
• Did they understand what they found?
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What we found
Performance Data
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What we found
• Consumers disliked using disclosure 

documents
“It's horrifying to read these things”
“I feel like my brain has stopped.”
“I didn’t major in banking.”

“It’s so tiny, it’s not meant for 
everyone to see it.” (0:20)

“These things drive me crazy; I 
don't like to look at them.”

“This is a scary document. I hope I 
never have to use it.”

“You need a financial analyst to 
understand [this table].”

“It’s as if they don't want you to 
read it.”

“If they told you everything you 
would not take the card.”

“Well, it’s easier than doing your 
taxes.”
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What we found
• The Schumer box wasn’t as easy to 

use as intended
The table on the back of solicitation letters should have made 
basic rate and fee information easy to find, but certain 
characteristics—extensive footnotes, small type, wordiness, 
jargon—made it much more difficult.

trouble finding late fee (0:39)
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What we found
• Cardmember agreements are difficult 

to use
They’re wordy, dense, hard to read, use jargon, and do not 
emphasize important information.

looking for default rate (0:45)

minimum payment (0:25)
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What we found
• Even if participants found info, they 

often failed to interpret it correctly
amount of cash advance (0:38)

grace period (0:37)
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What we found
• Visibility of “Change in Term” info 

may act as a deterrent to learning 
about triggers
Participants did understand that card companies “can change 
anything at any time for any reason” but this may also have led 
users to pay less attention to the information in the documents.
They appeared to have little concern about what actions (by them
or others) could trigger a change, because, as they kept pointing 
out, the terms could change at any time for any reason.
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To sum up
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Questions?
Angela Colter
acolter@userworks.com
301-431-0500
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