Using Multiple Methods
to Assess Usability

Credit Card Disclosure Documents Study
February 2006

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.

Annual percentage rate (APR) 0% until September 1, 2006,

[ Pchade Ater that, 8,.99%. 4

Other APRs E.mr(e transfer APR % until September 1, 2006, After that, 8.99%.
DefauH APR: ]ﬁ 24‘-u >El explanation below.*

Variable information Your APRs may vary each billing period. The purchase and balance transfer rate
equals the U5, Pr me Rate** plus 2.74%. The cash advance rate equals the US. Prime
Rate plus it Nni nce rate of 1999%. The default rate
equals the U.S. Pr me Rate plus up to 23.99%."""

Grace period for repayment of  Not less than 20 days if you pay vour total new balance in full each billing peried by

balances for purchases the due date.

Method of computing the Average daily balance including new purchases).

| balance for purchases

llmllll fees Nane.

inimum finance charge 50 cents.

Transaction fee for pumnscs Fnol l\m amount of each foreign currency purchase after its conversion into

‘made In a foreign curs U.S. dollas

Transaction fee for cl!h adva ces: 3% of the amount of each cash advance, $5 minimu

Transa balanc: sfers: 3% o! V'e amuum of aach balance transter, 55 mwNMu"‘\ $75 maximunm.

Hnwwtr there is no fee wi th \M 0% AFE balz nsfer offer described above.

fee: 515 on balances up to $100; $29 on na\ancws of '*(“\ up to $1,000; 39 on balances of 51,000 and over,
O'nﬂh- -credit-line fee: $35.
But wait, what’s in the fine print

Transaction fee for cash advances: 3% of the amount of each c.m .mmmr 55 mini

Transaction fee for balance transfers: 3% of the amount of eact NS "r Sﬁ '\mmrr;”\ $75 maximum.

However, there is no fee mmmn% APR balance transfer offer o

Late fee: SIS on balances up to S100; 529 on balances of $100 u, H. S\ ‘\.0 a 15 39 on balances of $1,000 and over.

the-s 5.)5.

* Al your APRs may automatically increase up to the Default APR it you default under any Card Agreement that you have
with us because you fail to make 3 payment 1o us when due, you exceed your credit ling, or you make a payment to us
that is not hanored.

For each billing period we use the U.S. Prime Rate published in The Wall Street Journal two business days prior to the
Statement/Closing Date for that billing period.
*** Factors considered in determining your defaull rate may include how long your account has been open, the timing
seriousness of a default, or other indications of account pet umrrc
We apply your payments to low APR bala an:'\ higher APR balances. That means your savings will bé reduced if you|
‘make transactions that are subject to highet
#nd terms may change: i may change the rotes, fees, and terms of your muun at any time for any reason.|
These reasons may be based on inf .u 10N in yo hw Mm‘sn s(a another tm:ﬂor




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.

GAO Credit Card

Why do it that way?

Strengths Weaknesses

Readability Simple to apply. Only measures what can be counted.
analysis Quick & cheap. Ignores more important characteristics

Easy to understand metric: grade of writing.

level needed to understand material. | Doesn’t mean much; a “red flag” only.
Heuristic Established best practices. Doesn't necessarily mean users will
evaluation Predicts where and why users will encounter problems where predicted.

encounter difficulties.

Gives guidelines for improvement.

Also relatively cheap.
Usability A how well rep! Artificial
testing users are able to use interface.

Provides insight into why they have
problems.

Identifies where they have problems.

What users say vs actually do.
Small sample size.

More extensive effort. Relatively
expensive.
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Readability Analysis




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.

GAO Credit Card
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Readability of whole document

Avg

Material Type Grade FOG SMOG Grade
Bank of America SL 104 128 121 177
Chase sSL 98 12 1.8 11.10
Citibank SL 85 103 106 9.80
Discover SL 108 1389 129 1253
Bank of America CA 97 12 1B 1110
Chase CA 108 134 123 1220
Citibank CA 108 133 123 1217
Discover CA 123 148 136 1387
SL Average 988 1225 .78 11.30

CA Average 1095 1340 1243 12.26

Combined Avq 1041 12,83 1210 5

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 6h-
8t grade level.
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Readability of certain sections

Elesch

Material Type Grade FOG SMOG Grade
Bank of America SL 62| 163 165 16.67
Chase = 94 16 1.6 1067
Citibank SL 48 77 82 723
Discover = 02| 124 105 11.03
Bank of America CA 125 152 13.6 1377
Chase CA 0.4 14 126 1233
Citibank CA 7.1 200 18.3 17.60
Discover CA 301 327 211 797
SL Average 1040 | 12.50 11.45 45

CA Average 1763 | 2050 1565 @
Combined Avq 1396 | 16.50 1355 e

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.

130134

Heuristic Evaluation

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 alegible 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 ot g e

simplify presentation. g apss

Text emphasized Voiabe rate »ﬁwt o s i E T
sparingly. 149 nce. e detaul rate

Some sentences are
short and simple.

incluciog new purchases).

50 cents
35 of the amount of purchase after s conversion into

Use of active voice. ----'-‘r-e-f"-'fv US gl

.5 minimum.
vns!e S5 minimum, $75 maximum.

Legible type size craditin fe 5

(11 pt.) G e e

o dfat e nyCord Agrecnet it o hve
¥ You make 3 payment o Us

journal two business days prior to the

account has been apen, the tming or
Seousness o el o o nacatonsof
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Solicitation letters

THE BAD

CITIBANK DISCLOSURES
Annual percentage rate (APR) | 0% unti September 1, 2006,
i 1.8.99%.

Other APRs Jember 1, 2006, Afer that, B39%,

¢ APR. 212
3024 Seeu[ anation below

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

e s e
jais he US, rime
{6 115559%. The Gefout ats

Grace peiod fo repayment of
Balances for rchases.

W Eolance In fuleach BIing period by

3ge daly balance (ncluding new purchases).
Nore.

50 conts.

8l e amount o eoh forin crency prchase fer s converson o
US. dollrs.

Related information
not grouped.

APRs may automaticallyincrease up o he
because you fall (o make 3 payment to Us
That s no honoréa,

2o ach bl el e i 1S, rine e st T
ement/Closing Date fortht bl

Yor consdered o deermining oot st "
ousnes of 3 el o ther Aot of account et
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Solicitation letters

THE BAD

Long, complex sentences.

your Credit Limit twice we may elect to increase

o longer apply.

I at any time during any rolling consecutive twelve billing cycle period you fail to make two Minimum Payments on a timely basis

hase, Cash Advance and/or Balance Transfer APRS o the Penalty APR.
All Penalty APRS will remain in effect until, in a subsequent rolling consecutive six billing cycle period,
at any time and you make all of your required Minimum Payments on a timely basis when, in your next billing cycle, all Penalty APRs will

do not exceed your Credit Limit

Jargon

Methed of Computing the\ ( Two-cycle Average Daily Balance (Picluding new purchases)
Balance for Purchases

AnnuaT FeerONE

] Minimum Finance Ehmn' $.50

GASH ADVANCE TRANSACTION FEE: 3% for each cash acvarce, with a minsmum of §5 and numinmum LATE FEE: $15 on balances up to $100; $25
/0F $1,000 and greater. OYVERLIMIT FEE: 15 on balances §1,000 or less: $33 on balances greater than $1,000.

Very small fine print (and a lot of it).

GAO Credit Card
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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)

'CARDMEMBER AGREEMENT
Agreement Tems

Useof Your Account
Authorized Users

romise o Pay
fonthly Biling Statement

How We Determine the Balance:
The ttal outstanding balance (the amount you ovie us) appears as

e “w Balnce” o e g iamnt, o e h New

, we begin wit ding balance on your account at

e begaing of ech il perio,called he -Prevous Gance:

on the billng statement. We add any purchases or cash advances
and subtract any cred nts redited as of that billng
period. We then add the approprite inance charges and fees and
make other applicable adjustments.

Annual Percentage Rates for Purchases and
Cash Advances:

‘Your annual percentage rates and the corresponding daly periodic
rates appear on the card carrer. A daily periodic rat i the appii-
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Cardmember agreements

THE BAD Eu“s'»i

Complete reliance

e o o

Some passive

be obigated 1o pay authorized tharges to your A

on prose; few

@ you authorze

e full smount cwed wihout frst asing the ober

s macmusum:m:l!m\zxo‘\h;x 'dmm“":’w tables, bulleted
omvanence i o Sy ists of examples
3 chargs, 1 sonco
o Recoo. o i s ST T oo

s esporie 0 oy el amon awedon e Accout.

Headings are

kol et et it b down cn Uk US b

present, but are not
easy to locate

converien o us. For o

St 2 e oo MW Headings don't
Common terms are G . i

always describe

paragraph content

iy it
ik Rvarc ot ke Eare th rped Cos e Accout o exced your

voice g e of v Cod o Covsine
Legalese Lo

Long sentences oo

(70+ words) s 3wy (5 gt Ity o
capitalized

Jargon

Fill justified text

o sl dcreion, '~ g Ao sl ot exess ad you
g7 0 gy e excess mmectey T We Tequest thal Youdo5o-You gre e
ot ol o it in 2y e il ity Yo Gogatan s
ay amouns tal you owo unde s Agteamert. Ve may Gesnate hat oy o

i,
Crdmember Agrement. For scurty easons, we may i the numbar or dotar

e accomplshed wih your Card or Accour, and we have he ght to it
Suthorsaton 1o moke Purchases o oban Cash Aduances if we consider it
o v

athr thngs, your montly-
EronYot Wi Salace, ay Firanc Chgs, you e i an el e,

Very little
hierarchy; key
information not
emphasized

lalUserWorks / GAO Credit Card Disclosure Study / February 2008

210134




Cardmember agreements

THE BAD

Ifany annual percentage rate i based on the US. Prime Rate

Unnecessary information s 2 margin, we will calclatethe ae for each bilng period by

adding th appiicable margin that a n the card carrier to

. . B e
Gay o 0 your SatamentClosng Dae o tal il perog

Is it really necessary to describe  gsarrio o SaaneriCoss ba o g e,
: 103 change 1 h U, Pime P ke et 3 1 1 s G

what happens if the Wall Street ——_ i« i penod o usis il rableantial
s If more hn on U5, ime ot Pl

& may choose the highest rate. It The Wl Street Journa cea®
publicaton o to publish the U . Prim Rate, we may use the
US. Prime Rate published n any other newspaper of general cir-
ulation,or we may substiute a simiar reference ate at our so
Tmeseign. When achange in an appicabl variable annual

Journal ceases publication?

centage TR ool
Sublct 0 any promotional ate that may apply.

Unnecessary numbers don’t

correspond to anything useful like
a table of contents. Readers must
actively ignore the information. P oty e P e, g Gavory iy e

Casin chio.racolack wages.voushars doomatie fr cash o obr foms

Section 2: USE OF YOUR ACCOUNT
21 ransactions. You may usa your Account for e foowing s,
hases. Putchaso goodsor sonices wih your Card

‘Advances. Outan cash fom  paricsing fnanci nstuton
fera (‘Cash Dibursoment) o o an ATW CATM Achance?), wr
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Usability Test

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

Task 4: Late Fee

4A: Let's say your credit card bill s due on the 155 of every month,
‘What happens if your payment is received after the bill i due?

4B: How much wil they charge?

Task 5: Overlimit Fee

5A: Let's say you can charge up to $5,000 on this card and that's
exactly what you've done. You're maxed out. But there’s one more
th to charge. What happens?

5B: How much will they charge you for doing that?

5C: What's the term they use for that amount?

GAO Credit Card
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What we wanted to find out

» Could they use the documents to find

information?

+ Did they understand what they found?

What we found
Performance Data




What we found

» Consumers disliked using disclosure

documents

“It's horrifying to read these things”

“| 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; |
don't like to look at them.”

“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

“This is a scary document. | hope | taxes.

never have to use it.”

GAO Credit Card 280f34

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)

310f34

GAO Credit Card

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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