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RESULTS SYNTHESIS

Overview of the method

Results synthesis is a participatory process, involving all participants such as developers, end users, and evaluators to interpret and analyze the raw data gathered from heuristic evaluation by the individual evaluators, into a single, unified report of concise problem descriptions, their severity and possible solutions.  Results synthesis aims to overcome the limitations of heuristic evaluation by trying to discover the root causes of the problems, rather than considering only the symptoms.  The final output is a single, unified report that describes the problems in a clear, concise and meaningful way allowing participants to successfully communicate to developers what the problem is, its severity and possible solutions.  

How it works

Results synthesis is a collaborative interpretation process, ideally involving everyone such as evaluators, developers, end users, documentation specialists, etc. Together, the participants’ use as input the raw problem descriptions gathered from heuristic evaluation by individual evaluators. These information fragments are of limited use, as they may contain duplicates, have unclear phrasing and meaning, are too low-level or interface specific and may be indecipherable to anyone but the original evaluator. Thus, these fragments cannot effectively be used to communicate problems in the interface to developers.  A solution to this is results synthesis, where the raw data fragments are interpreted and discussed, and insights into the root causes of the problem are found and courses of actions determined. 

Results synthesis works best in a spatial medium that supports the process of emergence, such as a whiteboard or a table. Emergence is the idea that: “Ideas do not arise well informed. At first there are expressions of fragments of thoughts. Once there is some rough material to work with, interpretations gradually begin to emerge as they are discussed” [5].  Using this spatial medium over a period of time, extended consideration can be given to the raw data input and information is discussed, manipulated and interpreted to come up with insights into the root causes of the problems and possible remedies.  

The stages in results synthesis include the following: familiarizing with the entire collection of data, an initial grouping of the data according to heuristic (duplicates may be found), an initial interpretation of the data, emergence of a new understanding by grouping and re-grouping and moving problems to new labels or new groups, and finally, a consensus reached on the best possible conceptualization and grouping of the data. The workspace allows participants to use spatial reasoning, informal groupings and free-hand annotations such as sketching, circling, drawing arrows, etc to show relationships between problems. 

The final output of results synthesis is a single, unified problem report where each problem consists of a clear and concise description of what the problem is in terms of users and their tasks, description of severity, whom it affects and recommended courses of action as well as alternate solutions. This single formatted report containing all the problems is given to the developers in order to communicate the results with the goal of improving the usability of the product.
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When it is used

Results synthesis is performed after the heuristic evaluation of an interface is completed.  Results synthesis takes as input the raw data from the heuristic inspection, and produces as output a single, unified picture of the interface’s problems and possible solutions.  The next step after results synthesis is to communicate these results in a final report to designers and developers. 
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Benefits and problems of this method

Benefits:

1. Results synthesis is a natural and intuitive process.  

2. Participatory results synthesis ideally involves everyone (developers, evaluators, documentation specialists, end users, etc) in the process. This gives the benefit of:

a. Educating those involved about usability issues and concerns

b. Participants get a deeper understanding about the interface and its problems, as well as a better overview of how the system should work

c. Encourages valuable team interaction, and a sharing of knowledge and perspectives 

d. Deeper understanding of target users and their tasks

e. Allows usability to be seen as a helpful and positive contribution to development efforts

3. Results synthesis aims to discover the root causes of problems, overcoming the limitations of heuristic evaluation that usually provide low-level symptoms of problems, rather than a focus on deeper, high-level issues.

Problems:
1. The quality of solutions generated as the output of results synthesis solely depends on the expertise and experience of the participants.  As there is no formula for how to find the “correct” or “best” solutions, the quality of the final problem and solution report is entirely dependent on the discussions formed and the evaluators’ expertise and insight. 

2. The input to results synthesis as gathered from heuristic evaluation directly affects the output. If the raw data gathered during heuristic evaluation is insufficient or inadequate, there is less material to analyze and will be harder to come up with insightful solutions for the output.

3. Good solutions “emerge” after a period of time.  Therefore, results synthesis requires a period of time to come up with insightful solutions.

Worked example

Please see the attached “Worked Example of Results Synthesis”.
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