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Executive Summary  

We completed a heuristic evaluation on the usability IBM Bluemix with our analysis driven by 

Nielsenõs Ten Heuristics. We drew strong findings and recommendations on the platformõs design 

visual aesthetic, consistency, intuitiveness, and accessibility, while keeping in mind the needs of its 

target audience.  

We developed a comprehensive list of parameters for which to base our heuristic evaluation on. We 

also developed recommendations and then categorized them into six major sections: 

1. WordPress Boilerplate ð There were several breakdowns in the layout of steps required to 

create a WordPress site as well as the details and explanations for these steps. 

2. Main & Application  Dashboards ð Both the application and main dashboards had several 

issues with terminology and consistency, which we felt were important to fix due to the heavy 

use of these pages when maintaining an application. 

3. Catalog ð The Catalog page also had several issues in terms of terminology and consistency 

within the page. As a group, we felt this might be especially confusing for a new Bluemix user. 

4. Wizard Assistance ð Guidance through the application creation process is very important, 

especially for users who are new to Bluemix. We found several flaws in the terminology and 

visibility of this process, specifically while going through the process of creating a WordPress 

application.  

5. Documentation ð The main documentation pages as well as the navigation bar associated 

with the numerous amount of documentation was very difficult to interact with. Visually it did 

not cater to a hierarchical organization which was important in several documentation forms 

that had headings and subheadings.  

6. Application-Wide Heuristic  Violations ð Across the entire application, we found several 

setbacks related to visibility via application loads, error messages, and confirmations. These 

are interactions that a user will frequently witness and felt that they were important to address.  
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Introductio n 

IBM Bluemix, a PaaS (platform-as-a-service) product, serves as a cloud-based tool to develop software 

with increased efficiency and collaboration. Since its inception in early 2014, Bluemix employees have 

worked to cultivate a relationship with end users, who mostly consist of software and web 

development professionals and technically oriented managers of small to mid-sized organizations.  

Bluemixõs features are varied and layered. The primary and most popular use is to serve as a platform 

for developers to create applications that are hosted on Bluemix servers. Developers also have the 

ability to search for peripheral and supplementary app services that integrate well with their own 

projects. These additional apps and services include those developed both by IBM and third party 

organizations. 

The goal of our heuristic evaluation was to identify major usability flaws in a short amount of time 

and without the input of potential users. This assignment gave us an opportunity to step into the 

mindsets of actual users and evaluate Bluemix from their perspectives and developer skill levels. We 

intended for our heuristic evaluation results to better prepare ourselves for our next assignment, which 

is a usability evaluation.  
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Methods  

Our assignment revolved around Nielsen's Ten Usability Heuristics [1]. We familiarized ourselves with 

these heuristics by having each group member conduct an individual heuristic evaluation for the same 

features of the Bluemix platform.  

We focused our heuristic evaluation on the following features and processes: 

¶ General flow from login screen to WordPress creation (as outlined in our interaction map) 

¶ Dashboard 

¶ Documentation (Docs) related to WordPress and how to access them 

¶ Adding a service (monitoring and analytics) 

¶ Setup and use of command line (cloud foundry), to push code 

¶ òDevOpsó features 

o Adding DevOps to application 

o Collaboration 

o Uploading Files 

o Pushing Code 

After individual evaluations, our group met to discuss key findings. We each found several heuristics 

violations and had ample discussion on several usability issues regarding: 

¶ The severity of the issues. 

¶ The prioritization of the heuristic evaluations that were rated by multiple group members 

based on severity of the heuristic violation (0 to 4 scale). 

¶ Which heuristic(s) the findings violated. 

These discussions always drifted back to a user-centered mindset, in which we asked ourselves what a 

competent developer would think when interacting with Bluemix.  Upon completion of our findings, 

we assigned severity ratings to these violations while also organizing them in different groups.  

A few questions arose: 

¶ How do we assess and organize usability issues that violate more than one heuristic? 

¶ Should we be evaluating Bluemix usability through the lens of a novice developer or an 

experienced one? An entry-level, millennial developer, or a veteran, middle-aged developer? 

¶ Did we approach the heuristic evaluation from an aggressive, pessimistic mindset that is pre-

wired to search for flaws as opposed to well-implemented features? 

These questions served as guidelines as we grouped our initial heuristic findings into larger sections. 

In ôaffinity wall-fashion,õ we worked bottom-up by organizing our specific heuristics violations into 

broader categories that eventually became our key findings and recommendations. 
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Findings and Recommendations  

Creating a WordPress Site with WordPress Boilerplate  

Finding 1: Confusing and Inconsistent Starter Process  

When viewing the specific services attached with creating a WordPress boilerplate application, it is 

difficult to understand the progression of steps required. For a user who wants more information on 

services, plans, and steps required to create an application, the layout of this page is not natural.  In 

addition, the overall look is quite cluttered and visually unappealing. Finally, there is a lack of 

consistency between the processes of creating a WordPress application and staging other templates, 

which provide users with more assisted, step by step instruction.  

Violation: ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôConsistency and Standards (#4),õ ôAesthetic and 

Minimalist Design (#8)õ 

Level of Severity: 4  

Recommendation  1: Create an Intuitive Task Breakdown  

This particular page in the application creation process should be broken down into several steps. For 

example, when a user creates a WordPress site, the page can be broken into four significant parts (i.e. 

ò1. Space, Name, and Host,ó ò2. PHP and Plans,ó ò3. Database and Plans,ó ò4. Relevant Additional 

Services and Plansó). A user should also be able to navigate between steps, their current progress 

should be saved if they have to navigate away from the page, and they should be able to quit and 

cancel the application creation process if necessary.  

 

Recommended Task Breakdown for  WordPress  Boilerplate  
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Finding 2: Unfamiliar , Obscure, and/or Inconsistent Terminologies   

The terminologies employed in this page are very confusing to new users, and much of the user-end 

language uses unintuitive metaphors. For example, when a user wants to find documentation, there 

are two buttons labeled òView Docs.ó However, each button points to different documentation pages. 

The user is required to recall which specific documentation pages these buttons link to each time they 

visit this page. In addition, the service definitions are very vague, and users will have to remember the 

definitions of each service as well. Finally, there is a lack of assistance for the various widgets on this 

page, specifically for terms such as òspaceó and òhostó which can be foreign to individuals visiting this 

page for the first time.  

Violation: ôMatch between system and the real world (#2),õ ôConsistency and Standards (#4),õ ôRecognition rather 

than recall (#6),õ and ôHelp and documentation (#10)õ 

Level of Severity: 3  

 

Terminology issues on WordPress  Boilerplate  

Recommendation  2: Enhance Consistency & Intuitiveness of Terminologies  

For any vague terminology within widgets, single-line descriptions should be up-front and visible to 

users so that they are clear of the expected results. In addition, terminology should be universal and 

recognizable so that a user doesnõt have to recall specific feature names and their functionalities.  
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Finding 3: Service Descriptions & òPlansó Lack Visibility 

On this same page, when a user navigates between the various services attached to the creation of a 

particular application, it is difficult to notice the changing descriptions and the different òPlansó 

offered for each service. The positioning of service description and plans is not ideal and is visually 

confusing for a user. Additionally, the tableõs background color could not be easily distinguished, and 

it was difficult to tell that these plans are associated with the different services. 

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôAesthetic and Minimalist Design (#8)õ 

Level of Severity: 2 

 

SendGrid, SendGrid Description, and SendGrid Plans on WordPress Boilerplate  

Recommendation  3:  

The descriptions of services and their respective òPlanó details can look more integrated to the service 

icons to make it visible that they are of the same group of information. The descriptions and òplanó 

options associated with the services would be more distinguishable to users if (1) the proximity 

between the details and the service icons are increased, (2) the spacing of content within the òPlansó 

table and between other parts of the box are distinguishable, (3) the background color or shading of 

each element of the box emphasizes which part of the process it belongs to (e.g. currently when a plan 

is pre-selected, the background color makes it looks like a standalone section). 
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Application  Dashboard  

Finding 1: Lack of Warning for Ch anging Application Configuration  

Two major aspects of an applicationõs stats on Bluemix involve the ability to restart an application as 

well as increase the amount of app memory per instance. However, for both interactions, there is no 

warning from the system informing the user of potential unwanted consequences from restarting an 

application (such as losing application services, reaching maximum bandwidth capacity, even being 

charged) or increasing application memory. Unfamiliar users would experience unnecessary fear and 

confusion about the potential outcome of presented options. 

Violation: ôVisibility of System Statusõ, ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôError Prevention (#5)õ 

Level of Severity: 4 

Recommendation  1: Use Salient Feedback  

When a user increases their applicationõs memory, there should be a salient feedback illustrating the 

userõs memory quota and how close the user is to it. Then, when restarting an application, the 

confirmation alert box should express negative repercussions, if any, of this action to the òhealthó of 

the application. Users should be warned against any actions that may interfere with their applicationsõ 

operations or potentially charge them unknowingly. 

 

Finding 2: Grid Design Does Not Adhere to Information Hierarchy  

The positioning of items on the application dashboard is not aligned with the intended information 

hierarchy between added services and running applications. This causes the dashboard to be 

overwhelming and visually confusing even though the style of the graphics is consistent with design 

trends. A user is led to feel that all grids contain the same level of information, which has to be 

attended to all at once upon arriving on the page. Additionally, there is a lack of consistency between 

the layout of this page and the main dashboard page.  

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôConsistency and Standards (#4),õ ôAesthetic and Minimalist Design 

(#8) 

Level of Severity: 3 

 

Grid box design on Application Dashboard  
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Recommendation 2: Group Information Following Proper Hierarchy  

There could be a clearer distinction between the grouping of application services and application stats. 

In addition, this separation can be complemented with headers and labels to make the organization 

more consistent with the account dashboard page.  

 

Finding 3: Unclear Terminology  

There is no clear difference between òAdding a Serviceó and òBinding a Service.ó The term òapp 

healthó is confusing to users as well, and they will not know the parameters that define that term. 

Violation: ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôHelp and Documentation (#10)õ 

Level of Severity: 2 

Recommendation  3: Describe Unfamiliar Terminology  

Terminology should either be clearer or, brief, visible explanations should be provided so label names 

are more understandable for users.   
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Finding 4: Inefficient Paths for Accessing Third Party Services  

For some third party services, selecting the service from the applicationõs dashboard sends users to 

another Bluemix page. This page then prominently displays a large button that takes the user to the 

service providerõs website. There are too many unnecessary steps that can confuse and deter a user 

from using that particular service as they will have to go through two steps to open the service and an 

additional step to return to the dashboard. 

Violation: ôFlexibility and Efficiency of Use (#7)õ 

Level of Severity: 1 

 

 

 

Current Process of Getting to Third Party Service Page and back to Application Dashboard  

Recommendation  4: Instant Access to 3 rd Party Serviceõs Website 

When users select a third party service from their application dashboard, a new tab should open, taking 

users directly to the service providerõs website. This allows users immediate access to information on 

the third-party service while keeping them on the dashboard (so they will not have to take unnecessary 

steps to return to the òDashboardó as well).   
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Main Dashboard  

Finding: Misleading Use of Icons  

Several icons on the dashboard are not intuitive to non-expert users, and these icons lead to 

unexpected functions. For example, the òOpen URLó and òRestart Appó iconsõ tooltips have to be 

viewed since their functionality is doubtful based on their appearance; they resemble the popular 

òsharingó icon on social media and redo icons respectively. Another example of misleading 

iconography involves the chevron arrows in the right hand corners of each section. It makes sense for 

them to expand and collapse upon interaction but instead they move the whole section to the top and 

bottom of the page. The icons are also very difficult to see based on their size and background colors. 

Misleading icons may cause users to commit unnecessary mistakes that affect their development 

experience. 

Violation: ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôError Prevention (#5),õ ôAesthetic and Minimalist Design 

(#8)õ  

Level of Severity: 2 

 

Ȱ2ÅÓÔÁÇÅȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ/ÐÅÎ 52,ȱ ÉÃÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÓÅÌÆ-explanatory  

Recommendation:  Change Misleading Icons  

Buttons and icons need to be visually intuitive and denote functionality based on their appearance. 

Icons should not go against a userõs expectations and familiarities.   
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Catalog  

Finding  1: What is òCatalogó for? 

The term òCatalogó as it is located in the main navigation bar of each page, including the homepage, 

is not misleading in its naming. When a new user sees the term òCatalogó in the navigation bar, they 

would not think to view that page as the hub of applications and services. Moreover, in the navigation 

bar, òCatalogó is placed in between òSolutionsó and òPricingó, which only serve as ôinformativeõ pages, 

misleading users to think of òCatalogó as merely informative. Finally, having two channels for creating 

new applications or adding new services, namely Dashboard and Catalog, are unnecessarily redundant 

and confusing. 

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôConsistency and 

Standards (#4),õ 

Level of Severity: 4 

Recommendation  1: Move Catalog to Dashboard  

òCatalogó should be removed from the main navigation bar and placed at a prominent place in the 

middle of the Dashboard. The Dashboard is associated with the process of creating an application 

and is therefore a more suitable place for containing lists of òStartersó and òServicesó. The òCatalogó 

on Dashboard should be divided into two links, òCatalog of Startersó and òCatalog of Servicesó. These 

two buttons should have a brief description of their purpose, including displaying a list of examples 

of available starters and services, right below them. 

 

  

$ÁÓÈÂÏÁÒÄ -ÏÃËÕÐ ÆÏÒ Ȱ3ÔÁÒÔÅÒ #ÁÔÁÌÏÇȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ3ÅÒÖÉÃÅ #ÁÔÁÌÏÇȱ "ÕÔÔÏÎÓ 

Starters Catalog 

Services Catalog 

Support Catalog 
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Finding 2 : Inconsistent Naming of Catalog Navigation Bar Selection  

The selection displayed in the òCatalogó navigation bar is not consistent with those displayed in the 

òCatalogó page. The navigation bar has two sections: òCategoriesó (of services) and òSupportó; while 

the òCatalogó page contains a list of òStartersó (including Boilerplates and Runtimes) and òServicesó. 

This inconsistency is confusing to users when they want to take advantage of the navigation bar for 

searching a particular boilerplate or service; users are forced to recall what is in the navigation bar and 

what is in the main page. 

Violation: ôConsistency and Standards (#4),õ ôRecognition rather than recall (#6),õ 

Level of Severity: 2 

 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÎÏ Ȱ3ÔÁÒÔÅÒȱ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÎ ÎÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÎÏ Ȱ3ÕÐÐÏÒÔȱ ÌÉÓÔ ÏÎ #ÁÔÁÌÏÇ ÐÁÇÅ 

Recommendation  2: Catalog Navigation Bar and Catalog Page Content Must Be 

Consistent  

Navigation will be more intuitive for users if the lists displayed in the òCatalogó page (i.e. starters, 

services) are consistent with the lists shown on the navigation bar. Both the òCatalogó navigation bar 

and page should show a list of òStartersó, òServicesó, and òSupportó options. The navigation bar can 

initially show categories of òStartersó, òServicesó, and òSupportó lists which are expandable when 

selected (on-click). The title of each category should be consistent with each category header on the 

page.  
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Finding 3 : Unfamiliar Naming of Catalog Elements  

First, the term òBoilerplateó is not mainstream terminology in the developer community and would 

be confusing especially for less expert developers trying to create a WordPress application. Second, 

many service names on the Catalog page would require recall because they are not intuitive names that 

remind users how to complete a particular task. Furthermore, assistance in defining the more 

ambiguous terms is lacking. Users are less likely to use a service if they are not aware what they mean. 

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ ôôRecognition rather than 

recall (#6),õ and ôHelp and documentation (#10)õ  

Level of Severity: 3 

 

List of Services on Catalog page, some are not understandable  

Recommendation  3: Use Familiar Names or Add Visible Description  

òBoilerplateó should be changed to òTemplate Code,ó and a more informative description of the 

section should be provided to immediately inform users of the templatesõ purpose. For service names 

within the òCatalog,ó due to the high volume of services and application types, the names of each 

service should be intuitive or have a succinct understandable description. 
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Wizard Assistance  

Finding  1: Wizard Assistance Follows Inconsistent Process Pattern s 

When a user selects a boilerplate, he or she is suddenly diverted from the wizard assistance process to 

the Catalog. This is unintuitive in terms of navigation not only because the wizard assistance stops but 

also because the interface suddenly looks very different. Additionally, there is no freedom to return to 

where a user was in the wizard assistance process, confusing them with the status of the application 

creation process. An example of inconsistency is the difference in wizard assistance process between 

creating a PHP application and a WordPress application.  

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôUser Control and Freedom (#3),õ ôConsistency and Standards (#4)õ 

Level of Severity: 3 

 

Bluemix Wizard Assistance for Creating Web Application  

Recommendation  1: Follow Consistent  Wizard Assistance Pattern s across All 

Application Creation Processes  

All processes of creating applications on Bluemix, including that of a WordPress site, should follow a 

similar wizard assistance pattern. Whether it is for PHP or using boilerplate templates, the 

development interface should follow consistent step-by-step processes that are also natural to the user 

and provide freedom between steps.  
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Finding 2: Unintuitive Naming of Starter Options  

During the process of creating a WordPress application, there were terminology issues that can lead 

to user breakdown. When choosing a òstarter,ó two of the options are òBrowse Boilerplatesó and 

òCommunity Backpackó (the name of which is not displayed entirely). These are options for users 

who want to use prewritten Bluemix code templates and community-created templates respectively. 

The naming of these two options are not natural to new users regardless of development expertise, 

and they do not reveal what these options have in store. Additionally, despite the vague names, 

Bluemix does not provide sufficient guidance that explains each template option. That being said, 

users will not be aware of how these options can help them, including creating a WordPress site, which 

actually requires users to select òBrowse Boilerplatesó. 

Violation: ôVisibility of System Status (#1),õ ôMatch between system and real world (#2),õ and ôHelp and 

documentation (#10)õ  

Level of Severity: 4 

 

Ȱ#ÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ "ÁÃËÐÁÃËȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ"ÒÏ×ÓÅ "ÏÉÌÅÒÐÌÁÔÅÓȱ do not show available templates  

Recommendation  2: Add List of Available Templates under Each Starter Option  

Bluemix can use the space below the list of these starters and runtimes to display the names and 

descriptions of the individual starter options. In the same space, Bluemix can also show a list of 

applications and services that each starter option supports by using small icons that appear when a 

user clicks on a particular starter. This leaves users in the dark in terms of next steps in the process, 

how to get Bluemix to facilitate creating the desired application, and even whether Bluemix has what 

a user wants, including things the user cannot specify before seeing a list of options. 
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Documentation  

Finding 1: Information in Documentation Pages are Overwhelming and Not Easily 

Searchable  

Bluemixõs documentation pages contain a heavy amount of text. Also, there is no way for users to 

search for specific information within a documentation page, outside of scrolling through the entire 

page to find the desired information. The internal search engine does not help users get to a certain 

section of a documentation page which is not mapped into searchable sections. This is overwhelming 

and it makes navigation tough when a user is trying to find needed guidance.  

Violation: ôRecognition rather than recall (#6),õ ôAesthetic and Minimalist Design (#8)õ, ôHelp and documentation 

(#10)õ 

Level of Severity: 4 

Recommendation  1: Add In -Page Navigation Bar for Docs Pages  

In each documentation page, Bluemix should add an in-page navigation bar on the right hand-side of 

the page that is fixed on the userõs screen. Each documentation page should be divided into several 

intuitive sections, and the navigation bar should contain links to these sections. This way, users can 

easily navigate within segments of the documentation without having to rely on recalling where the 

information is and without having to lose their place.  

 

Microsoft !ÚÕÒÅȭÓ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÁÇÅ ÈÁÓ Á ÆÉØÅÄȟ ÉÎ-page navigation bar  
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Finding 2: Navigation Listõs Design Ignores Information Hierarchy & Consistency 

with Catalog Page  

The òDocumentationó pageõs navigation bar is overwhelming from a design perspective. It is text 

heavy. There is also no obvious distinction in terms of background colors between levels of 

information hierarchy. Furthermore, the spacing between navigation tabs is nearly uniform, despite 

varying levels of information hierarchy. These make it hard for users to notice the existing information 

groupings or categories within the navigation bar. Therefore, usersõ eyes will treat all the options as 

equal, causing them to be overwhelmed and have difficulty finding desired documentation.  

Additionally the navigation list is inconsistent with the list of starters and services in the Catalog, which 

may further confuse users on how to find the right information or the desired documentation. Users 

are forced to recall where a particular documentation is located and how they can navigate to it.  

Violation: ôConsistency and Standards (#4),õ ôRecognition rather than recall (#6),õ and ôAesthetic and Minimalist 

Design (#8)õ 

Level of Severity: 3 

 

"ÌÕÅÍÉØȭÓ $ÏÃÓ .ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ "ÁÒ 

Recommendation  2: Use Spacing, Color, & Less Text to Show Information Hierarchy 

and Uphold Consistent Naming Rule  

An easy visual fix to the documentation navigation could involve improving the visibility of the 

navigation listõs information hierarchy levels. Spacing between categories should be distinct relative to 

spacing between options within the same category. Navigation category headers can use more 

contrasting background colors relative to that of the options under them. Lastly, the navigation list 

would be better off employing naming conventions similar to the applications and services in the 

catalog, fostering consistency and reducing the need for users to recall where specific documentation 

is.  














































