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Abstract

The purpose of this observational study is to support existing research on low-literacy
user interactions and behaviors, and to observe how low-literacy users interact with and perceive
means-based government program websites. There is substantial research on interaction design
for mobile websites and applications. Although there is existing research specifically focusing on
low-literacy mobile usage, the topic needs further attention. In the United States, a majority of
low-income adults are owners of smartphones and an increasing number are using smartphones
as their main source of internet access. Since there is a correlation between low literacy and low
income, websites and applications targeted to low-income or low-literacy adults should follow
the appropriate mobile design guidelines. Means-based government programs are used by
millions of Americans and provide necessities including assistance with food, shelter, and
healthcare. It is critical their websites be designed to match the capabilities of low-literacy users.
For this study, usage of three means-based government websites by adults with low literacy
levels was initially observed. A mobile prototype of one of the observed sites was developed
based on the findings from the initial study. The prototype was then compared with its current
active counterpart. The findings of this study not only supported existing mobile design
guidelines for low-literacy users, the study also identified additional relevant behaviors and
perceptions of low-literacy users when interacting with means-based government program

websites.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

According to the most recent United States “National Assessment of Adult
Literacy,” more than 93 million American adults read at a basic or below-basic reading
level (“National Assessment of Adult Literacy”, 2015). Adults who read at these levels
are considered to have low literacy and can understand short and commonplace texts
(2015). Having low literacy skills often translates into low-level computing skills (Fox,
2005). Adults with low literacy levels often encounter related challenges while reading
text on interfaces, as doing so requires skills such as scrolling, providing input, and
navigating, in addition to the effort needed to comprehend texts (Brunskill et al., 2011).

Low-literacy adults find mobile devices such as cell phones easier to use than
computers, as they are able to interact directly with the interface (Kavanaugh et al.,
2013). Smartphones in particular often reduce the need to be familiar with formal
computer conventions. Websites and applications designed for smartphones are more
likely to have smaller amounts of text and shorter navigation items. This is helpful for
low-literacy users, as it means that they encounter fewer obstacles and less text.
However, low-literacy users still experience more challenges than high-literacy users
when accessing the internet through smartphones.

As an increasing number of Americans own smartphone devices (over 77%),
more people are using their phones to access information, such as news; to complete
household tasks, including paying bills; and to participate in social media (Pew Research
Center, 2017). A growing number of smartphone users use their phone as their primary
tool for accessing the internet. “Smartphone-dependent” adults do not have broadband
internet service at home and rely on their smartphones for access (Smith, 2015). Since a
majority of Americans are smartphone owners, and a growing number of those owners
are using their phones as their primary internet access point, it is important that websites
and applications are designed to reflect mobile guidelines and best practices for usability.

There is a strong correlation between low literacy and poverty (Cooper &

Reimann, 2003). Among the Americans who earn less than $30,000 per year, 64% own a
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smartphone device. Due to affordability, low-income individuals are more likely to be
smartphone- dependent and use their phones to complete online tasks.

Smartphone-dependent users tend to be low-income individuals and are less likely
to have health insurance or own their own home (Smith, 2015). The United States
government provides numerous programs to help low-income individuals and families.
Many of these programs provide assistance with needs such as healthcare, housing, and
food. The largest programs, including Medicaid, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistant
Program (SNAP), and the Housing Choice Voucher Program (Section 8), are used by
millions of Americans every day. Many of these programs host websites to provide
information to current and potential participants. These websites vary in content, design,
and capabilities. For example, some sites allow online applications (e.g. SNAP), while
others provide instructions for applying and directing users to program agents (e.g.
Section 8). Regardless of their capabilities, the program websites provide an opportunity
for participants to learn more about critical livelihood benefits and services.

It is not only important to provide online informational content for these
programs, but also vital to display this information based on who is searching for the
information and how it is being accessed. As previously stated, because of affordability
and usability, low-literacy and low-income adults are more likely to use a smartphone to
access the internet. Therefore, websites that focus on assisting low-income adults should
be designed for low-literacy adults and accessible on a mobile device.

Problem Description
When interacting with websites and applications, low-literacy users have lower
task completion rates and higher rates of task abandonment compared to adults with
higher literacy levels. Therefore, websites and applications that are targeted to users with
low literacy should be designed to improve accessibility for these populations. The
United States government does have a digital strategy in place to increase the usability of
its websites. However, there needs to be additional concentration on government means-

based assistance program websites. Since many of these programs help users access
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important necessities, such as shelter, food, and health insurance, it is vital that they are
easy to use and access by program participants. The overlap among the population of
low-literacy adults (93 million), adults who receive government assistance (52.2 million),
and low-income adults who own smartphones (64%) indicate the potential volume of
traffic a government assistance program website could receive (Pew Research Center,
2017; Hyer, 2015). If websites are not designed with low-literacy users in mind, it could
result in a poor user experience for many program participants.

The field of research on mobile design and user interaction is growing stronger
and more established as more people own and use smartphones for internet access.
Research on mobile design and interaction for low-literacy users is also increasing.
However, the field needs more informative research on low-literacy user behavior. This
study focuses on government assistance program websites in particular, due to the large
participant size of the programs. Regardless of users’ literacy status, the field of
interaction design requires continuous research, as devices evolve and change, as do the

capabilities, behaviors, and expectations of users.

Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this observational study is to support existing research on low-
literacy user interactions and behaviors, and to examine how low-literacy users interact
with and perceive means-based government program websites. This will be done by
completing the following steps:
e Examining how low-literacy users interact with program websites
e Implementing rapid iterative testing and evaluation (RITE) of low-literacy
guidelines and best practices for interaction and design (Wixon, 2003)
e Examining the perceptions and experiences of low-literacy users on program
websites
Overall, these items will lead to a better understanding of how to design for the
largest target audiences for the tested programs: low-literacy and low-income adults. The

research aims to augment existing research in the field of low-literacy interaction design

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



as specifically related to the United States government’s means-based assistance
websites.

The framework of this study includes the literature review (chapter 2) that will
follow in the next chapter. The literature review will provide an overview of current
research on adult literacy, low-literacy user behavior, smartphone usage and best
practices, e-government and digital strategy, and government assistance programs and
websites. In chapter 3, the methodology of the study design will be explained with the
results of the study disclosed in chapter 4. The discussion in chapter 5 will apply the
results of the study to existing research and define new findings. The study will conclude
with recommendations for means-based government websites, limitations of the study,

and topics for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Adult Literacy

According to the “National Assessment of Adult Literacy,” “literacy is the ability
to use printed and written information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals, and
to develop one’s knowledge and potential” (2015). When a person has a low-literacy
level, it can be related to circumstances including, but not limited to, the following:
learning disabilities, mild cognitive impairment, decrease in reading capability due to
aging, and limited proficiency in English (Summers & Langford, 2015).

Low literacy refers to a low skill level in reading and comprehension that results
in the ability to understand only basic and simple texts. With practice, low-literacy adults
can potentially perform the skill of reading automatically. In this case, lack of practice is
one variable that could lead to low literacy, as “learning literacy involves the same
general processes people use for learning throughout their lives: observing and copying,
listening to explanations from others, practicing, and repeating, trial and error, working
alongside others, and learning from experience” (McCaffery et al., 2007). These
processes are likely to occur through formal education; some people may teach
themselves to read and write, but most people learn these skills in schools and
educational settings (2007).

The quality and years of schooling are the strongest correlations for a person’s
literacy skill level (McCaffery et al., 2007). McCaffery argued that “disparities in power
and access are at the core of literacy acquisition and literacy education” (2007).
Therefore, when there are disparities blocking potential learning opportunities, the
situation can result in reduced access to information and, eventually, to less income.

Cognitive Functioning

Another cause of low literacy is dysfunction in the frontal lobe of the brain.
Executive functioning is strongly associated with this area of the brain. Dawson et al.
reported that “executive functioning refers to a set of interrelated skills that promote the

initiation, control, and coordination of purposeful behaviors via their collective influence
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on other domains of cognition” (2015). The control of behavior through executive
functioning involves task monitoring, rule learning, response inhibition, and planning
(Baskin-Sommers et al., 2015). Damage to the frontal lobes can produce distinct and
clinically different syndromes that can result in personality changes, high levels of
distractibility, and mental flexibility (Baars & Gage, 2013). These syndromes can
undermine a person’s cognition and increase the difficulty of staying focused when
completing a task such as reading.

Aging can also affect cognitive functioning, as people experience “at least some
physical and cognitive impairment as they get older” (Chan, 2012). Mavrodairs et al.
argued that “cognitive impairment and dementia are increasing globally and the increase
is predicted to be proportionately greater in developing regions. Projections indicate that
by 2050 the number of individuals older than 60 years will be approximately 2 billion
and will account for 22% of the world’s population” (2013). In general, and specifically
with regard to the aging population, a decline in cognitive functionality, whether mild or
severe, can negatively affect an individual’s literacy level.

Another cause of low literacy is the presence of a language barrier: “American
research has identified three key elements in learning to read: alphabetics, fluency, and
comprehension; reading and writing require an understanding of the relationship between
sound and symbol” (McCaffery et al., 2007). Thus, if a person cannot form relationships
between words and sounds due to a lack of familiarity with a language, then the person
will have low literacy or no literacy in that specific language.

The National Assessment of Adult Literacy

According to the “National Assessment of Adult Literacy” (NAAL), 43% of
American adults are in the basic or below-basic literacy level ranges” (“National
Assessment of Adult Literacy,” 2015). The NAAL, sponsored by the National Center of
Education Statistics, is a “nationally representative assessment of English literacy among
adults 16 and older” (2015). The most recent assessment took place in 2003, and the

results were published in 2005. It is considered “the most current indicator of the nation’s
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progress in adult skills in literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving in technology-rich
environments” (2015).

The assessment tests three types of literacy—prose, document, and quantitative
literacy—and seven literacy skill sets (2015).

Seven Key Skill Sets

Basic reading skills =~ Language skills

decoding and recognizing understanding the structure
| words fluently and meaning of sentences
Text search skills ‘ as well as the relationships
‘ among sentences
searching text
efficiontly Computation
‘ identification skills
identifying the calculations
required to solve
quantitative problems
Inferential skills
‘ Computation
wi opriat 5
?.‘m?&m.. o performance skills
performing a(ny required
s calculations (by hand or
Application skills with a calcul:yo')
applying newly searched,
inferred, or computed
information to accomplish
a varioty of goals

Figure 1: “National Assessment of Adult Literacy” Key Skill Sets
(White & McCloskey, 2005)
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The assessment scores were grouped into the following performance levels:

Overview of the literacy levels

Level and definition Key abilities associated with level Sample tasks typical of level

Below Basic indicates no more than the  Adults atthe Below Basic level range from being
most simple and concrete literacy skills.  nonliterate in English to having the abilities listed

) below:
Score ranges for Below Basic:

locating easily identifiable information in shert,
commenplace prose texts

Prose: 0209 searching a short, simple text to find

Document:  0-204
Quantitative: 0-234

locating easily identifiable information and following
written instructions in simple documents (e.g., chars
or forms}

locating numbers and using them to perform simple
quantitative operations (primarity addition} when the
mathematical information is very concrete and familiar

out what a patient iz allowed to drink
before a medical test

signing a form

adding the amounts on a bank deposit
slip

Basic indicates skills necessary o

perform simple and everyday literacy

activities.
Score ranges for Basic:

Prose: 210-264
Document.  205-249
Quantitative: 235-289

reading and understanding information in short,
commenplace prose texts

reading and underztanding information in simple
documents

locating easily identifiable gquantitative information and
using i to sohve simple, one-step problems when the
arithmetic operation is specified or easily inferred

-

finding in a pamphlet for prospective
jurers an explanation of how people
were selected for the jury pool
uzing a television guide to find out
what programs are on at a specific
time

comparing the ticket prices for two
gvents

Intermediate indicates skills necessary

to perform moderately challenging
literacy activities.

Score ranges for Intermediate:

Prose: 265-339
Document:  250-334
Quantitative: 290-349

reading and understanding mederately dense, less
commenplace prose texts as well as summarizing,
making simple inferences, determining cause and
effect, and recognizing the author's purpose

locating infermation in dense, complex documents and
making simple inferences about the information
locating less familiar quantitative information and using
it to =olve problems when the arithmetic operation is
not specified or easily inferred

-

consufting reference materials to
determine which foods contain a
particular vitamin

identifying a specific location on a
map

calculating the total cost of ordering
specific office supplies from a catalog

Proficient indicates skills necessary to
perform moare complex and challenging

literacy activities.
Score ranges for Proficient.

Prose: 340-500
Document.  335-500
Cluantitative: 350-500

reading lengthy, complex, abstract prose texts as well
as synthesizing information and making complex
inferences

integrating, synthesizing, and analyzing multiple
pieces of information located in complex documents
locating more abstract quantitative information and
uging i to sehve multistep problems when the
arithmetic operations are not easity inferred and the
problems are more complex

comparing view points in two editerials.
interpreting a table about blood
pressure, age, and physical activity
computing and comparing the cost per
ounce of food tems

Figure 2: Overview of Literacy Levels

(Hauser et al., 2005)
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30 63 95

MILLION MILLION MILLION MILLION

8 29% 4% 13% |
B BelowBasic [ ] Basic [ Intermediate || Proficent

Figure 3: 2003 “National Assessment of Adult Literacy” Adults
(“National Assessment of Adult Literacy”, 2015)

In the tested population, 14% and 29% scored in the below-basic and basic literacy
levels, respectively (“National Assessment of Adult Literacy”, 2015). Those considered
to have low-literacy—or in other words, basic and below-basic users—can understand
short and commonplace texts, as well as complete tasks such as one-step arithmetic
problems (2015).

Literacy and Attention

In order to perform the tasks associated with the different types of literacy, the
readers must be able to successfully learn and process the information presented to them.
Learning is the process of acquiring memories, and it is easier to accomplish when
attention is not divided by distractions (Baars & Gage, 2013). Attention, along with
interaction, is one of the keys to learning and concerns being aware and processing
experiences with the ability to bring something to mind (2013).

The more people pay attention to new items and experiences, the more learning
can occur, especially when people want to interact with the item they want to learn about
(Baars & Gage, 2013). There are two parts to attention: the first is the source of
attentional control that decodes what to pay attention to, and the second is the target of
attention that is selected for further processing (2013). People pay attention to new

information and, eventually, once it is understood clearly, the brain is able to store the
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information. If the material is difficult to comprehend, repeated attention is required
before a person can successfully store it (2013).

It is more difficult to learn and encode information with divided attention than
with full attention (Baars & Gage, 2013). Attention is limited, and when processing new
information, people tend to take familiar paths rather than explore new information that
requires more effort (Johnson, 2014). Johnson stated that “exploring new paths involves
problem-solving, which severely taxes our attention and short-term memory. In contrast,
taking familiar, well-learned routes can be done fairly automatically and does not
consume much attention or short-term memory” (2014).

Low-literacy users can experience many challenges when reading due to the issue
of attention. As noted, if the material is difficult, more attention is required to store the
information. Dense and complex text is considered difficult for low-literacy users and
thus requires a greater level of attention. Additionally, if attention is divided, it is less
likely that successful learning can occur. Low-literacy users read content word by word,
which can cause the reader to miss action cues or content outside of the main focus area
(Kodagoda & Wong, 2008). This deep focus on words could lead to two results:
inattentional blindness, whereby the mind is occupied with a task, goal, or emotion,
causing it to miss objects and events that would have otherwise been noticed or
remembered; and change blindness, whereby people do not notice differences in the
environment other than the ones their goals explicitly force them to pay attention to
(Johnson, 2014). These “blind spots” can cause low-literacy users to miss objects or
differences they may have noticed had they not been occupied decoding each word.

When a person has to refocus attention, it pulls attention away from the actual
task and increases the chance of the user losing track of what he or she was doing
(Johnson, 2014). Being distracted from the task and losing track of progress can create
more challenges and frustrations for low-literacy users. Since low-literacy users are likely
to abandon a task if it becomes too overwhelming, divided attention or a lack of focus
could contribute to task abandonment and unsuccessful task completion (Kodagoda &
Wong, 2008).

© 2018 Brittany Larkins
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Since attention refers to bringing something to mind, a memory can be defined as
“a lasting brain representation that is reflected in thoughts, experiences, or behaviors”
(Baars & Gage, 2013). A person’s existing knowledge, in addition to the person’s current
goals and concerns, determine how the memory interprets and processes information
(2013). Johnson suggested that ““activating a memory consists of reactivating the same
pattern of neural activity that occurred when the memory was formed” (2014).

Long-term memory is a memory store, and once memories are stored, they are no
longer conscious but can be retrieved from and reenter the memory (Johnson, 2014;
Baars & Gage, 2013). Each type of long-term memory (perceptual memory,
autobiographical memory, linguistic and semantic memory, visual knowledge,
declarative knowledge, and habits and motor skills) can be used through the working
memory (Baars & Gage, 2013). The declarative memory is based on conscious events
and concepts. Within declarative memory is memory of conscious events, known as
episodic long-term memory, and the memory of facts and concepts, known as semantic
long-term memory (Johnson, 2014).

Baars and Gage defined working memory as “the set of mental processes holding
limited information in a temporarily accessible state in the service of cognition” (2013).
Also known as the capacity of attention, the working memory is everything we are
conscious of at a given time: “it is a few perceptions and long-term memories that are
activated, and we remain aware of them over a short period” (Johnson, 2014). Working
memory allows us to access small amounts of information for 10 to 30 seconds and
embeds our immediate experiences into the past, present and future (Baars & Gage,
2013).

Working memory is limited in capacity and vulnerable to distraction. When items
are lost from the working memory, it typically corresponds to actions such as losing track
of a current task (Johnson, 2014). If the items are not rehearsed, the chance of losing
focus and attention increases (2014).

To reduce the chances of losing focus and attention, processing information

automatically drains minimal energy from the limited-capacity working memory
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(Handley et al., 2015). These processes do not require awareness or intention and do not
interfere with other ongoing cognitive activity (2015). Therefore, automatic encoding
normally has little effect on the processing of other information components. As Hasher
and Zacks explained, “Among the aspects of events encoded automatically into memory
are spatial location, time, frequency of occurrence, and word meaning” (1979).

The working memory works best when the maximum amount of resources is
available to process less familiar and more complex operations. Therefore, automatic
processes reduce the strain on the working memory, which “ prevents the cognitive
system from becoming overloaded by processing demands” (Hasher & Zacks, 1979).

Automatic processing is considered to originate from heredity and practice
(Handley et al., 2015). Innate factors in automatic processing include encoding the
frequencies of locations and the times of events. A significant degree of practice can
contribute to the development of automatic processes. Skills such as reading,
communication, and individual intelligence levels can become automatic based on the
amount of practice (Hasher & Zacks, 1979).

Since automatic processing is a component of reading, task difficulty has the
potential to disrupt performance. One way to make reading become automatic is through
extensive practice and, thus, this differs from innate automatic processes: “Reading is an
example of an activity that includes many processes that must be quickly and accurately
coordinated” (Hasher & Zacks, 1979). If reading is not practiced, it will require more
attention and possibly overload the working memory. When it is practiced and becomes
automatic, the additional demands of the skill become less cumbersome and distracting:
“Activation of meaning from printed words may also be an automatic process, at least for
literate adults reading familiar materials™ (1979).

Hasher and Zacks asserted that “effortful processes require the expenditure of
attention and effort as they use a portion of the limited-capacity system” (1979). Humans
are often not always aware of the effort processes that are being used; examples include
deliberate rehearsal and elaborate mnemonic activities (Handley et al., 2015). Unlike

automatic processes that can be innate in nature or eventually practiced into automaticity,
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effortful processes are based on individual differences and capabilities (2015). Variations
in capacity can affect the efficiency of effortful processes and lead to errors in
performance if too much cognitive capacity is occupied.

Low-literacy adults have, at most, the ability to read and understand short prose
and simple documents. Thus, they are less likely to have reading as a practiced automatic
process. Low-literacy users have to dedicate more effort and use more of their limited
working memory capacity to successfully comprehend textual information.

Whatever the causes, adults with low-literacy levels can experience a variety of
challenges performing daily activities. The major contributors to these challenges include
the amount of attention, processing, and memory required by the task. Low-literacy
readers can vary greatly in these differences, based on educational experience and
practice, brain function, age, and language barriers.

Low-Literacy User Behavior

Research has suggested that compared to those with higher literacy levels, people
with lower levels have different cognitive skills for abstracting and comparing
information (Cutrell, 2010). These skills can affect how information is read and
processed both in digital and non-digital formats. A lack of experience in formal
structures, such as reading and writing, can affect how someone performs the
technological version of the structure—for example, reading or typing an email
(Marsden, 2003).

Low-literacy users have lower reading and comprehension skills, in addition to an
increased chance of having poorer computing skills than users with higher literacy levels
(Kavanaugh et al., 2013). While using a website or application, attention is required to
interact with the interface and comprehend its content. Low-literacy users may be more
likely to divide their attention to first navigate an unfamiliar layout and to read content,
such as directions, making it more difficult for them to successfully complete tasks.

As technology use, and specifically mobile device use, steadily increases among

people with low-literacy, it is imperative to understand their user patterns and challenges
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they may face. Prior to looking at interactions with mobile devices, general computer
literacy was examined. Gupta defined computer literacy as “an individual’s ability to
operate a computer system, have basic understanding of the operating system, to save,
copy, paste, delete, open, print documents, use computer application software to perform
personal or job-related tasks, and use web browsers and search engines on the internet to
retrieve information” (2006). If an individual has a low educational level, this can result
in lower reading literacy, which can directly affect computing literacy (Kavanaugh et al.,
2013). Therefore, usability can be a barrier for novice users and low-literacy populations
(Brunskill et al., 2011). Furthermore, a study found that novice users with higher levels of
education can more successfully navigate computer interfaces compared to novice users
with low literacy (Cutrell et al., 2013).

Computer Literacy

Correlations between constructs of computer and reading literacy show that many
people with low reading skills often have low computing skills (Fox, 2005). Study
observations by Cutrell et al. (2013) have suggested that due to the strain on working
memory, “people with low literacy have difficulty with computer user interfaces even
when they are absent of text. It can be speculated that among other items, the hierarchical
information architectures that traditional computing software depend upon—menus,
folders, and so on—pose challenges for people whose cognitive skills may be
underdeveloped due to low levels of education” (2013). An ethnographic investigation on
low-literacy users found many barriers for technology use, including “traditional textual
interfaces, scrolling, non-numeric input, and understanding technical language”
(Brunskill et al., 2011).

Low literacy correlates strongly with poverty, and without basic computer skills,
it may be difficult for low-literacy users to complete tasks that they need to perform
online, such as completing an employment application (Cooper & Reimann, 2013;
Allison, 2004). Although there has been an increase in technology use, people with low
education and low income are still “unable to use information technologies at levels

sufficiently high enough to completely participate” in the same manner as other users
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(Kavanaugh et al., 2013). This issue can pose problems for low-literacy users, as the
government provides an increasing amount of accessible information and services online.
Low-Literacy User Mobile Device Usage

Recently, there has been an increase in the number of people with low
socioeconomic status who are using simple computing devices such as mobile phones
(Kavanaugh et al., 2013). The portability and affordability of mobile devices provide
more opportunities for first-time and low-literacy users to obtain and use such devices
(Fournier at al., 2013). Compared to personal computers and other technology, mobile
devices have a low learning curve, and this is also true for individuals with low reading
skills (Kavanaugh et al., 2013). Research has shown that low-literacy adults find it easier
to learn to use mobile devices than computers (Kavanaugh et al., 2007).

Low-Literacy User Task Abandonment

While reading, low-literacy users tend to focus on all the content presented in
front of them (Khan, 2010). If too much information is presented, the user can become
overwhelmed and abandon the website, application, or task. Task abandonment can also
occur when users assume they have all of the information they need, regardless of
whether it is incorrect or incomplete (Summers & Summers, 2005). Tactics for reducing
task abandonment include presenting information in alternative ways, such as images or
videos that assist with making sense of information (Kodagoda & Wong, 2008).

The frustration and task abandonment that occurs when low-literacy users have to
use extensive effort to understand the content with which they are interacting is supported
by the findings of cognitive load theory (CLT), which is concerned with the learning of
complex cognitive tasks, in which users are often overwhelmed by the number of
interactive elements that need to be processed simultaneously before meaningful learning
can commence (Paas et al., 2010). Since more stress is placed on the working memory
while low-literacy readers are trying to read and decode meanings, this can lead to
frustration and a possible cognitive overload. To reduce cognitive overload for low-
literacy users during website and application interactions, information needs to be

presented in a manner that allows them to easily read and interpret meaning.
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The ease of content interaction with mobile devices is beneficial to low-literacy
users. Users interact directly with the interface while using mobile devices, as opposed to
using a mouse and keyboard as the channels for interacting with what is presented on the
computer screen: “Multi-touch interfaces have shown great potential mainly due to their
ease of use, efficiency, and intuitive nature” (Kim & Maher, 2007). Tangible user
interfaces encourage an interactive social experience and provide the user with an
opportunity to think about virtual and abstract information in a direct and palpable
manner, while receiving immediate feedback to the stimuli given through physical
objects (Kin et al., 2009). The direct interactions between the user and the device reduce
the experience required with formal structures. The more simplistic design of mobile
devices and interfaces aims to exclude formal structures, such as extensive and multi-
layered menus.

Low-Literacy User Search Behavior

Interacting with websites and applications requires the use of long-term, and
working memory. Searching tasks are examples of how interactions can place a strain on
working memory. Using a search function involves entering a term, performing the
search, and reviewing the results. Reviewing the results can divert attention away from
the initial task, and due to the limited capacity of working memory, could cause the user
to forget the initial term that was searched for (Johnson, 2014). These steps can burden
working memory capacity due to the need for immediate recall; therefore, search tasks
should provide clear and continuous feedback (2014).

In particular, adults with low-literacy may lack confidence when they are asked to
search for and identify textual information (Canny et al., 2010). They also use less
focused and less efficient search strategies (Kodagoda & Wong, 2008). Searching is a
task that could potentially tax the working memory, and since they have poorer searching
skills (in both performing the search and identifying applicable information), low-literacy
users are more prone to failing to complete searching tasks or completing them with more

errors.
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Navigating a website or application involves using its structure to search for and
locate information. One of the purposes of navigation is to consistently tell the user
where he or she is within a site. When there is a lack of consistency in navigation, low-
literacy users are more likely to become confused or frustrated and abandon a task (Khan
et al., 2012). Chaudry has pointed out that “low-literacy users like the ability to start
every task from the same location” (2012). Therefore, even if a user becomes lost or
confused, the navigation should provide an obvious starting point to redo the task or start
a new one. Along with being consistent, navigation should only include necessary
information and should not be overly extensive: “Requiring a user to drill down through
eight levels of dialog boxes, web pages, menus, or tables — especially with no visible
reminders of their location — will probably exceed the user’s working memory capacity,
thereby causing him or her to forget where he or she came from or what his or her overall
goals were” (Johnson, 2014). Streamlined navigation is more critical for low-literacy
users, as they are more likely to have a smaller working memory capacity while
performing tasks that also involve reading and comprehension.

Although they find devices such as smartphones easier to learn to use, low-
literacy users still experience more challenges while using technological devices
compared to their counterparts with higher literacy capabilities. The correlations between
computer and reading literacy explain why low-literacy users encounter more obstacles
while attempting to complete tasks. Performing navigation and search tasks are major
components of using both browser and mobile interfaces. These tasks can be difficult for
low-literacy users, as they require concentration on multiple items, including textual
information. As the user is devoting resources to comprehending the text, other items
may act as distractions or even overwhelm the user. Therefore, low-literacy users have
higher chances of abandoning or incorrectly completing tasks. From a design perspective,
websites (and specifically mobile websites, as they are more commonly accessed by low-
literacy users) should accommodate for variance in reading literacy and computer literacy

skill levels.
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Smartphone Usage and Best Practices

More than 77% of American adults own some variation of a smartphone, with
ownership being more common among younger adults and those with higher education
and income levels (Pew Research Center, 2017). A majority of smartphone owners
“follow along with breaking news, share pictures or videos, or learn about community
events” through their phone’s internet capabilities (Smith, 2015). Out of this population,
a percentage depend on smartphones as their primary internet access point. “Smartphone-
dependent” refers to the 7% of the American population who have a smartphone but do
not have home broadband internet service or have limited options for going online
without their phones (2015).

Americans use their smartphones for tasks including texting, internet browsing,
locating directions, and online banking. Among American smartphone owners, 40% use
their phone to look up government services or information (Smith, 2015). Therefore, 31%
of the American population has used a smartphone to access government information.

Differences in income and device access contribute to how and why certain
populations use their smartphones. Users with higher incomes are more likely to own
multiple internet-enabled devices, such as desktop computers and tablets. Smith outlined
that “compared with smartphone owners from households earning $75,000 or more per
year, those from households earning less than $30,000 annually are nearly twice as likely
to use a smartphone to look for information about a job—and more than four times as
likely to use their phone to actually submit a job application” (2015). Smartphone-
dependent users are also less likely to have a bank account, have health insurance, or own
their own home (2015).

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



Tota

Men

Women

White

Black

Hispanic

Ages 18-29

30-43

50-64

65+

Less than high school graduate
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18%

18%

19%

Figure 4: U.S. Adult Cellphone Ownership

(Pew Research Center, 2017)

Although users are more likely to own a smartphone if they have higher education

and income levels, the percentage of low-income smartphone owners is rising. Among

the Americans who earn less than $30,000 annually, 64% own a smartphone (Pew
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Research Center, 2017). As there is a strong correlation between low literacy and poverty
(Cooper & Reimann, 2003), the increasing number of lower-income and smartphone-
dependent users also indicates an increase in low-literacy smartphone users. Since low-
literacy users access online information through their smartphones, mobile websites and
applications should follow established design best practices for this demographic.

Design Best Practices for Low-Literacy Users

Technology in general, and more specifically, smart phones and portable tablet
devices, are becoming more available and affordable for mass consumption. Users of
these devices can be sorted into many groups by age, literacy level, socioeconomic status,
or expertise. As more people gain access to devices and the internet, the digital divide
separating the groups narrows. As the divide contracts, it is critical that the best design
practices are applied for as many user groups as possible.

Recent research has identified characteristics and established best practices for
designing interfaces and applications for low-literacy users. In general, low-literacy
adults have different skills for abstracting and comparing information than those with
higher literacy levels (Cutrell, 2010). Some of these differences include the tendency for
some low-literacy users to read every word in a text to make sure they are not missing the
information they are looking for (Summers & Langford, 2015). Although there is an
increase of technology use among this population, low-literacy users are often unable to
successfully complete tasks in the same manner as other users. Barriers for technology
use include “traditional textual interfaces, scrolling, non-numeric input, and
understanding technical language” (Brunskill et al., 2011). They also “read as little as
possible and may skip hard words or dense sections of text and read only as much they
think they need to before taking action” (Summers & Langford, 2015). Low-literacy
users experience difficulty when identifying and recovering from errors while using
websites and applications. Based on these challenges, plain language and plain
interactions should be critical components of interaction design for low-literacy users
(2015).
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In addition to using plain language and plain interactions, best practices for low-
literacy users include using clear and consistent navigation. Providing “bread crumbs,” or
location information, gives participants the ability to navigate forward easily but also the
option to retrace steps when needed (Chaudry et al., 2012). To help with errors, websites
should have error recovery mechanisms that help bring attention to errors and assist with
correction (2012). Because low-literacy users abandon tasks if they believe they have
enough information, a “review mechanism would help orient users and prevent premature
abandonment of tasks” (2012).

Best practices and guidelines for mobile website and application design cover a
wide range of areas including, but not limited to, satisfaction, content, ease of use,
aesthetics, user goals, security, learnability, complexity, search accuracy, and menu
navigation. Mobile websites and applications have to present information or task cues on
significantly smaller screen sizes than the standard internet browser accessed on a
computer monitor. Displaying the same amount of information on a mobile device has
the potential to create a negative user experience: “Many mobile applications do not
prioritize the most essential aspects of the application and content is ineffectively
presented” (Forrester Research, 2011). Instead of simply omitting information, or even
attempting to abbreviate the content, the designer must first prioritize the information the
user will be searching for, specifically in the mobile setting. For example, a mobile bank
website should display quick access to personal account information as the user may
want to check available funds on the go, compared to a standard browser website that
may include general account and bank policy information. It is less likely that a user
would want to read wealth management information in an active, moving setting. This is
not to say a user would never want to view the content from a mobile device; however,
the website or application should place the most frequently used information in a central
or prominent location. Mobile websites should avoid displaying unwanted user
information based on the context of use—for example, a task that cannot be completed
from a mobile site (Inostroza & Rusu, 2014). In addition to unwanted or unusable

information, if a task involves actions such as completing a form or making a purchase,
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options that are not essential to the specific task should be hidden until needed (Android,
2015).

Once the content topics are prioritized, the content itself should be structured in
the simplest form possible: “Presenting a large body of content on mobile devices is
problematic because the application interface is overloaded with information, site links,
and text” (Adipat et al., 2011). Being overloaded with content and information can cause
users to become frustrated with the site (Deloitte, 2012). When creating the content for
mobile websites and applications, the text should be short, be concise, and assist the user
with navigation or task completion as necessary. Terminology that the target user
understands should be used; in particular, technical jargon should be avoided. Android
noted that “people get overwhelmed when they see too much at once; tasks and
information should be broken into small, digestible chunks” to reduce distractions (2015).
Short phrases and simple words should be used, “as people are likely to skip sentences
when they’re long” (Android, 2015).

As the number of people with access to mobile devices increases, the
demographics of users changes and expands. Different demographic groups with various
skill levels are interacting with the same websites and applications. If a website has a
target audience that spans users with different skill levels, the site should accommodate
the level that needs the most assistance for successful task completion. In order to design
specifically for adults with low-literacy levels, there are more precise guidelines to follow
compared to those for general audiences. Implementing these guidelines is becoming
more critical as low-literacy adults are not only comfortable with mobile devices, but also
relying on them rather than desktops for internet access (Chaudry et. al., 2012). Although
research has shown that low-literacy adults find it easier to learn on mobile devices than
on computers, they still may need explicit information and assistance while interacting
with the interface (Brunskill et. al., 2011).

To establish best practices for low-literacy adults, their content interaction
behaviors need to be considered. People with low-literacy levels have different cognitive

skills for abstracting and comparing information than those at higher levels (Cutrell,
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2010). An example includes the ability for educated and literate individuals to interpret
generalized information, such as instructions, better than low-literate individuals, who
tend to find generalized information more difficult to comprehend (Cutrell, 2010).
Instead of scanning and summarizing information, low-literacy readers may read content
word by word. Reading one word at a time can create problems when searching for
information, as it takes more concentration, and the reader can miss action cues or
content outside of the main area of focus (Kodagoda & Wong, 2008; Chadwick-Fias et
al., 2003).

Websites and applications rely on textual content to explain information and
provide direction. Homepages, navigation items, and confirmation pages include text that
needs to be read and understood by the user. Multiple studies have concluded that to
enhance comprehension of content for low-literacy users, different types of media should
be used to partially or totally replace textual content on interfaces (Aluisio & Gasperin,
2010). However, this is not the final solution, since “people with low-literacy have
difficulty with Uls even when they are absent of text” (Cutrell et al., 2013).

The navigation of mobile websites and applications is another obstacle for low-
literacy users. Hierarchical navigation menus with many levels can be confusing for low-
literacy users; therefore, keeping the navigation as linear as possible will create a more
positive experience. Navigation through tasks can lead to additional issues. When low-
literacy users have to determine future steps within a process or task, they may focus on
small, specific pieces of content, which can deter them from deciding on the next step
(Kodagoda & Wong, 2008). If the next step cannot be determined, a low-literacy user is
likely to attempt a trial and error approach to complete tasks (2008). Therefore, when
designing for low-literacy users there should be a back button within the site navigation
for short recoveries and a home button for restarts (Chaudry et al., 2012).

Based on the research from low-literacy users’ interaction with mobile websites
and applications, several guidelines have been identified. These guidelines do not have
the same level of reconfirmed support as guidelines for general mobile usability.

Nevertheless, attention to the subject is growing, and more studies are being conducted to
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support or oppose these guidelines. A critical guideline is that contextual information
should be at the appropriate level. If the content is presented in large texts that contain
numbers and complex words, it can overwhelm the user and lead to task abandonment
(Summers & Summers, 2005). Main menu items should be shown on the homepage and
additional menus should be removed to avoid clutter (Khan et al., 2012). Since low-
literacy users focus on small areas, additional options will either lead to confusion or go
unnoticed. If possible, menu text links should be supplemented with large color-coded
buttons. These color-codes should remain consistent and allow the user to establish
relationships with their corresponding actions (2012). Finally, search paths should be
visible to users, so that they can locate their progress within a process or task (2012).
Design Best Practices for General Audiences

Users with higher literacy levels have more expansive skill sets for reading
comprehension and task completion compared to those with lower literacy levels. In
addition to best practices for general mobile usability, practices have been identified to
accommodate the additional assistance needs of low-literacy users. There are multiple
similarities between low-literacy and higher-literacy users. The most significant factor is
to prioritize information on mobile devices. The limited amount of space available on the
screen of a mobile device strengthens the importance of prioritizing the information that
the user will view first. Doing so reduces confusion for the general user, but more
importantly, it provides a focus area for low-literacy users, as it has been established that
they focus on small areas of content at a time. Breaking content into smaller chunks is
also recommended for both groups. Large amounts of text can lead to frustration and task
abandonment in general, and this is even more true for users with lower literacy skills.
Creating open and negative space provides a better experience for both the general and
low-literacy user. While negative space provides a more “tranquil” and less cluttered
experience for the general user, it helps the low-literacy user locate the area of focus
(Apple, 2015; Kodagoda & Wong, 2008).

Establishing relationships and consistency is another area of common ground for

low-literacy and higher-literacy level users. Regardless of literacy level, users should be
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able to determine the website’s or application’s interaction relationships. Once the user
understands how to interact with the site or application, a higher concentration level can
be used for content comprehension. If the relationships are inconsistent, the user will
need to devote more time to learn and understand the navigation. When a process or task
is clearly defined, it helps the user, regardless of literacy level, to locate their progression
within the website or application. Finally, there should be clear instructions for how to go
back a step or restart a task. Along with assisting the general user, the feature of going
back a step or restarting a task is extremely important for low-literacy users who are more
likely to complete a task through trial and error.

Just as there are similarities between best practices for low-literacy users and
general users, there are also contrasting ideals. General best practices suggest using
hierarchal navigation menus that create space on the homepage and allow the user to dig
for information that may not have a priority position. This tactic allows for priority
information to remain visible while still allowing access to secondary information.
Recommendations for low-literacy users state the opposite: navigation should be as linear
and shallow as possible. Going through layers and establishing relationships could add to
task difficulty for a low-literacy user. Although the use of graphics and other versions of
media is preferred compared to text in both sets of best practices, more detail needs to be
considered for low-literacy users. If images are used in conjunction with generalized
content and meanings are not explicitly stated, then low-literacy users will still have
difficulty interacting with the interface (Cutrell et al., 2013). Similarly, the use of over-
generalized text could be confusing for low-literacy users. Simple text is a guideline for
both groups, but the text needs to be both blatant and explicit, and not merely shortened
to save space. Information that could be cut out to eliminate clutter for the general user
could be critical for the low-literacy user in understanding the content or determining
how to complete the task.

The main tension area between the two groups, regardless of navigation, content,
images, graphics, and searching, is the balance of extracting the correct information.

General mobile practices share the consensus that prioritized content leads to a better user
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experience and provides just enough information for the user to navigate the site or
application. Designers assume a specific skill level for general users, and although, like
low-literacy users, these users can also be overwhelmed and confused with too much
information, they can navigate the websites and applications with less assistance. They
are better able to pick up on implied hints and directions; therefore, the designer with the
general user in mind could end up leaving out pertinent information required by the low-
literacy user. To create the best experience for both groups, the content should be concise
while providing enough direction for the users to successfully complete tasks.
Information or processes that designers could assume the general user is familiar with
and omit to reduce redundancy should be evaluated from the prospective of the low-
literacy user. If supporting content is needed, it should be included, as including it would
be a much smaller annoyance to a general user than omitting it would be an obstacle to a

low-literacy user.

E-Government and Digital Strategy

The United States federal government and its agencies have more than 500
external citizen websites, and the total increases exponentially when state and local
government websites are considered (USA.gov, 2015). Federal, state, and local
governments have provided external, citizen-facing websites since the 1990s and have
increased the number of sites available over the last two decades, as more citizens have
personal internet access from their homes or mobile devices (U.S. General, 2015). These
websites provide a variety of purposes and services based on the department or agency.
Some sites are information based with limited action required by the user, while others
provide extensive services where users can complete tasks such as submitting forms and
applying to programs. Online presence also provides citizens with opportunities to
communicate directly with elected officials through email, forums, and social media
plug-ins for websites.

A majority of United States government websites, regardless of their federal,

state, or local affiliation, are often designed and maintained by an internal team within a
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specific department or agency. Although two websites might fall within the United States
government umbrella, such as HealthCare.gov and Grants.gov, they are not connected in
any way and do not resemble one another. Therefore, government websites vary greatly
in design, functionality, and usability. In comparison, the United Kingdom’s government
website (www.gov.uk) hosts all of the government’s departments and 385 agencies or
public bodies (Government Digital Service, 2018). Gov.uk’s user-friendly design was
awarded first place in the United Nations E-Government Survey 2016: “The survey
measures e-government effectiveness in the delivery of basic economic and social
services to people in five sectors, namely, education, health, labor and employment,
finance, and social welfare” (United Nations, 2018).

The United States Office of E-Government and Information Technology, “headed
by the federal government’s chief information officer (C10), develops and provides
direction in the use of internet-based technologies to make it easier for citizens and
businesses to interact with the federal government, save taxpayer dollars, and streamline
citizen participation” (Office of Management and Budget, n.d.). Federal agencies are
required to comply with the E-Government Act of 2002, which was passed into law on
November 15, 2002. The act defines electronic government (e-government) as “the use
by government of web-based internet applications and other information technologies,
combined with processes that implement these technologies, to enhance the access to and
delivery of government information and services or bring about improvements in
government operations” (Library, n.d.). The act establishes the following requirements
and guidelines for e-government: Office of Management and Budget Electronic
Government Services (Section 101) capital planning and investment control;
development of enterprise architectures; information security; privacy; access to,
dissemination of, and preservation of government information; and accessibility of IT for
persons with disabilities (Library, n.d.). The Federal Management and Promotion of
Electronic Government Services (Section 202) requires agencies to communicate
policies, guidance, and related IT standards to all relevant agency officials, and to

develop, maintain, and promote an integrated internet-based system for delivering
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government information and services to the public (Library, n.d.). The remaining sections
of the act focus on information security to protect the confidential information of the
federal government and its citizens.

In support of the E-Governance Act, the Digital Government Strategy was
developed in 2012 to provide government agencies with the “strategies to innovate more
with less, and enable entrepreneurs to better leverage government data to improve the
quality of services to the American people” (Digital Government, 2017). The Digital
Government Strategy has three goals:

1. To enable the American people and an increasingly mobile workforce to
access high-quality digital government information and services
anywhere, anytime, and on any device.

2. To ensure that as the government adjusts to this new digital world, we
seize the opportunity to procure and manage devices, applications, and
data in smart, secure, and affordable ways.

3. Tounlock the power of government data to spur innovation across our
nation and improve the quality of services for the American people
(Digital Government, 2017).

To accomplish these goals, the strategy establishes four overarching principles:

1. Aninformation-centric approach for managing and presenting discrete
pieces of data that are most useful to the consumer;

2. A shared platform approach to help agencies work together to streamline
development and standards to ensure consistency in information delivery;

3. A customer centric approach to influence the creation and management of
data that allows customers to shape, share, and consume information,

whenever and however they want it; and
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4. A platform of security and privacy to ensure the safe and secure delivery

and use of services (Digital Government, 2017).

The Digital Government Strategy has several priorities for improving user
experience on government websites. One priority is to improve customer-facing services
for mobile use. This priority requires agencies to provide mobile-friendly versions of
their most high-priority sites and services. Agencies should either update existing sites or
create mobile versions for services and information that have not already been placed
online (Digital Government, 2017).

The Digital Government Strategy is not the only initiative to place high priority
on the government’s mobile presence. The Making Mobile Gov Project first launched in

2011 and has been evolving along with changes in technology and user preferences:

The case for Mobile Gov is driven by: the ubiquity of mobile use in the U.S.;
opportunities to use mobile to improve the efficiency of service delivery in
government; innovations in mobile that can propel new government
services/service delivery; and improved transparency through increased access to

government data and information. (U.S. General, 2015)

The government plans to use new mobile technology to provide information and to
engage the public in an efficient and creative way: “Agencies are starting by taking
existing information or services and repackaging them for new devices. In mobile form,
these services can provide immediate alerts, save call center costs, and make the most of
existing government data stores” (U.S. General, 2015).

One of the Making Mobile Gov Project’s goals, improving transparency, aims to
bridge the digital divide and provide more access to government information. Mobile
Gov has examined survey data, including Pew results, from low-income and disabled
citizens; this data indicates that groups such as low-income teenagers are more likely to

access the internet via cell phones than via desktop computers (U.S. General, 2015):
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If government wants to reach everyone, mobile is definitely part of the mix. A
report on collaboration in a local community found that transparency is associated
with residents’ personal feelings of empowerment. Put simply, people who think
that their government delivers services and shares information believe they can
have an impact on government. This suggests that good, open mobile products
can build trust and engagement between citizens and the government. (U.S.
General, 2015)

Examples of Mobile Gov initiatives include the mobile USA.gov website and application,
the National Archives and Records Administrative mobile website, and the Recovery.gov
app, which allows citizens to track government spending on projects funded by the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (U.S. General, 2015).

Government Assistance Programs and Websites

The E-Government Act, the Digital Government Strategy, and the Making Mobile
Gov Project exemplify the federal government’s initiatives in bridging the digital divide.
The goal of all these initiatives is to provide transparent online access to government
information and services for all citizens. As technology advances and increasingly more
citizens use mobile devices, the goal extends to include mobile-friendly websites and
applications for accessing information and services.

Government assistance programs include housing assistance programs, such as
Section 8, Medicaid, and SNAP. Millions of Americans are enrolled in these programs
annually. The 2012 United States census revealed that “approximately 52.2 million (or
21.3% of) people in the United States participated in major means-tested government
assistance programs each month in 2012 (Hyer, 2015). Furthermore, Hyer reported that
“participation rates were highest for Medicaid (15.3%) and the SNAP, formerly known as
the food stamp program (13.4%)” (2015).

The demographics of means-based government assistance program beneficiaries
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range in ethnicity, family structure, age, education, and employment. For example, 41.6%
of the black population were likely to participate in an assistance project each month
(Hyer, 2015), followed by Hispanics (36.4%), Asians and Pacific Islanders (17.8%), and
non-Hispanic whites (13.2%) (2015). Among married-couple households, 14.7% were
beneficiaries compared to single female-households (50%) and single male-households
(29.5%) (2015).

Education level and employment showed correlations between program
enrollments. Among non-high school graduates, 37.3% received benefits compared to the
decreasing 21.6% of high school graduates and 9.6% of individuals with at least one year
of college education (Hyers, 2015). Furthermore, 6.7% full-time workers participated in
means-tested programs, while 33.5% of the unemployed population received benefits
(2015).

Means-Based Program Websites

As previously stated, low literacy correlates with low income. Government
assistance programs have a web presence, and these websites allow users to access
program and eligibility information from any location through the internet or a wireless
connection. This not only offers more privacy for program seekers, but also provides the
conveniences of not physically visiting an agency office or making phone calls for
preliminary questions. Additionally, if a user prefers to visit an agency in person or speak
to a representative on the phone, the websites can still be used as tools to find agency
locations and updated phone numbers.

Following the goals of the E-Government Act and the Digital Government
Strategies, users have access to information and services provided by government
agencies through these websites. As the websites are managed by different agencies, they
are unique and have different requirements and steps for task completion.

The Medicaid website provides an overview of the program, eligibility, benefits,
and financial information: “Medicaid provides health coverage to millions of Americans,
including eligible low-income adults, children, pregnant women, elderly adults and

people with disabilities” (Medicaid, n.d.). Tasks that can be completed on the website
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include determining eligibility and reading guidelines for completing an application
through the online marketplace. Medicaid’s mobile site design is not an exact replica of
its standard browser site. The mobile site focuses on three tasks: learning how to apply
for coverage, commenting on or viewing pending demonstrations, and signing up for
website updates.

Another example is SNAP, which “offers nutrition assistance to millions of
eligible, low-income individuals and families and provides economic benefits to
communities” (USDA, 2015). The information on the SNAP website includes
instructions on how to apply, guidelines for reporting lost cards, and eligibility
requirements. There are no program-related tasks that can be completed on the website,
as each state handles and manages its own applications. There is also no mobile version
of the USDA SNAP website.

The Federal Public Housing Assistance (Section 8) program is the “federal
government's major program for assisting very low-income families, the elderly, and the
disabled to afford decent, safe, and sanitary housing in the private market” (HUD, 2015).
The website includes information on eligibility, voucher instructions, and participant
obligations. Users cannot apply for the program through the website, but the website
provides copies of forms to print and deliver to a local HUD office.

The Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) “helps keep
families safe and healthy through initiatives that assist families with energy costs” (Office
of Community, 2015). The website provides program information such as eligibility
criteria and regulations and includes audio playback of text. The website also has
functionality for online form and application completion and submission. There is no
mobile version of the website. However, users can still use the audio reader on a mobile
device.

The Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) “program has served as
one of the nation’s primary economic security and stability programs for low-income
families with children. TANF is a block grant that provides $16.6 billion annually to

states, territories, the District of Columbia, and federally-recognized Indian tribes”
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(Office of Family, n.d.). Although the website provides program information, users are
referred to a phone number to receive any help through the program. There is no mobile
version of the website. The TANF website has an audio text reader that can be used both
on a browser and mobile device.

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) “is a federally assisted meal
program operating in public and nonprofit private schools and residential child care
institutions. It provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches to children each
school day” (USDA, 2015). The NSLP website provides program and eligibility
information; however, families have to contact the student’s school directly for
application information. The NSLP website does not have a mobile version.

Although most of the websites are not mobile-friendly, the information can still
be accessed on a mobile device, which is important as many low-literacy users rely on
them rather than on desktops to access the internet (Chaudry et al., 2012). Therefore,
users in search of government assistance program information can still access this on a
mobile device, even though it is not fully optimized for mobile use. The availability of
this information follows the guidelines of the E-Government Act and many aspects of the
Digital Government Strategy, such as enhancing access to government information by
presenting useful information to the customer.

In summary, research shows there is large population of low-literacy American
adults with low income who could potentially own smartphones. This population may
qualify for numerous government means-based programs and could consequently use
their smartphones to learn about or apply to those programs. Existing research on low-
literacy user behavior has begun to establish best practices for designing websites and
applications for low-literacy users. These practices, some varying from general
population best practices, aim to reduce the amount of challenges low-literacy users may
encounter such as large text, complex words, and difficult navigation. The amount of
attention required to read and interact with a website could overload a low-literacy user’s
cognitive processes, which could lead to task abandonment. The purpose of this

observational study is to support research on low-literacy user behavior and to examine
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how this population specifically interacts and perceive means-based government program

websites. The following chapter will outline the methodology used in the study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The purpose of this study was to strengthen the research on the value of mobile
design for low-literacy users of government benefit websites and explore how low-
literacy users specifically interact with and perceive these sites. The study had three parts:

o Phase I: Observe participants as they use smartphones to complete tasks on
current government benefit program websites. In this phase, three websites were
explored with similar tasks

o Prototype Development: Develop a mobile website prototype of one of the tested
government program websites based on the observations from the Phase |
sessions and existing research into design practices effective with low-literacy
users.

o Phase II: Use rapid iterative testing and evaluation (RITE) methods to observe
participants as they complete the same tasks on both the active government

website and the developed prototype.

Study Participants

There were 19 participants in the rapid iterative testing and evaluation (RITE).
Each participant was required to own a smartphone, be at least 18 years of age, and have
a Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy (REALM) score below 60. A REALM score below
60 indicates the participant has the literacy level of or below that of an 8th-grader
(Murphy et al., 1993). If a participant had completed the REALM for another University
of Baltimore study within the calendar year of this study, the participant was not required
to retake the assessment. A majority of study participants were contacted via phone to
schedule an appointment from an existing study participant list from the University of
Baltimore’s Usability Lab. The remaining participants were recruited in front of Penn
Station across the street from the university.

All of the observation sessions took place at the University of Baltimore’s

Usability Lab. Upon arrival, the participants were asked to complete a consent form and a
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compensation form. Once the forms were completed, the participant took the REALM
exam if necessary. After completing the REALM exam, participants were asked
questions based on their internet usage. These questions and a summary of the response
can be seen in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Participant Internet Behavior
Total

How many days a week do you use the internet?

Every day 14
5-6 days per week 2
3-4 days per week 1

2 or fewer days per week 2

What type of tasks do you do on the internet? (participants could provide more than 1 answer)

Social media 6
Email

Shop

Check the news
Watch videos/media

Search for jobs

P N W o1 o O

Pay bills
Play games 1

What are your favorite websites? (participants could provide more than 1 answer; only top 4 included)

Facebook 6

Google 5
YouTube 3
Instagram 2

What is your preference: phone or computer?

Phone 9
No preference 8
Computer 1
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Materials

For each session, each participant used a smartphone to interact with the test
websites. The phone was attached to a camera dock that recorded the screen interactions
and allowing the researcher to observe what was occurring on a computer monitor instead
of sitting directly next to or behind the participant.

During Phase I, participants were asked to use their own phones to provide a more
natural environment and eliminate the extraneous factor of interacting with an unfamiliar
smartphone. However, some participants’ search histories could be seen as they used
their internet browsers to complete the tasks. Search histories displayed past visited sites
and caused two participants to become nervous and uncomfortable. One of participants
became distracted from the task and had to start again after history information was
displayed. In order to eliminate seeing personal information, Phase Il participants were
all given a smartphone (iPhone) from the Usability Lab. As owning a smartphone was a
requirement to participate, there was no evidence of unsuccessful task completion due to
not understanding how to operate the actual phone as all participants were able to operate
the phone (tap on links, tap on search bars, type in search bars, return to previous pages,

etc.) with no or minimal assistance.

Figure 5: View of Participant Using Phone with Camera Dock
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Phase I: Initial Observation

Phase I of the study included four participants. The participants were asked to
visit the following program websites on their smartphones: Section 8 (HUD), SNAP
(USDA), and Medicaid. Although the tasks varied from site to site due to differences in
programs and information, all tasks were designed to test whether the participants could
locate, read, and determine the answers to basic questions about each program.

A task was considered successfully completed if the participant could fully
answer the question based on information he or she found on the program website. A task
was considered unsuccessful if a participant abandoned the task, already knew the answer
without completing the actions to locate the information on the site, or if the participant
was on the correct page but could not locate the information to answer the question.

Qualitative observation also took place throughout each session. In addition to
notes on interactions and behaviors, participants were asked questions if they were unable
to complete a task. These questions included but were not limited to the following:

e “Can you explain to me what you found on this page?”

e “What did you expect to find on this page?”

e “What information do you think is missing or would be helpful on this
page?”

e “Where would you put [insert function i.e., contact information] if you
designed this site?”

The tasks used in Phase | are summarized in Table 2 on the following page:
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Table 2: Tasks for Phase |

HUD

Task 1: Locate HUD website and identify basic program information
Task 2: Determine program eligibility

Task 3: Locate programs for purchasing housing

SNAP

Task 1: Determine program eligibility

Task 2: Determine how much a family of three must earn to qualify
Task 3: Determine if there is an online application

Medicaid

Task 1: Determine program eligibility

Task 2: Locate a plan the participant is eligible for

Task 3: Locate a phone number for assistance

The results of Phase 1 will be discussed in further detail in the following chapter.

The observations that were key to prototype included task completion rates: 1 out of 12

possible task completions for HUD tasks; 5 out of 12 possible task completions for SNAP

tasks; and 3 out of 12 possible task completions for Medicaid tasks.

Each of the participants displayed the following behaviors during Phase |

sessions:

Assumption that entire department or agency site was relevant to the task
Difficulty locating correct contact information
Performing input searches to find the correct webpage

Difficulty distinguishing links
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Prototype Development

Based on qualitative observations from Phase I, a mobile website prototype of the
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) was designed and developed to
retest against the existing Department site (site as of December 2016).

The platform ProtolO was used to develop and test the prototype. The platform
allowed participants to freely explore the prototype as if it were an active webpage. The
limitation of the prototype was that it was not a fully built out website. If participants
clicked on a link to a filler page that was not relevant to the task and that did not have its
own specific content, they received this alert: “Prototype test page, please go back or
return to home.” Participants were informed that some pages would not work, as the
prototype was for testing purposes; however, 2 participants still became confused when
interacting with a filler page.

The design of the prototype was based on the results of Phase 1. Each of the
Phase | participants demonstrated the following behaviors and interactions, which are
presented here along with the designs implemented to improve task completion rates:

e Assumption that entire department or agency site was relevant to the task
Government benefit programs are run through federal departments or agencies and it
is common for those departments or agencies to be the hosts of their program
websites. Therefore, multiple programs or department or agency content (offices,
press releases, administration, etc.) can be on one website. When tasked to find
specific program information, the participants searched the entire site under the
assumption that all content applied just to the program they were currently focusing
on (for example, searching for HUD agency office locations and looking under the
“Office” header that houses department administrative offices). This led to confusion
and task abandonment. To solve this issue, the prototype was designed to prioritize
external consumer information. Program participants are looking for how to gain or
learn more about specific programs; therefore, the links to these items monopolize the
prototype homepage. Additional agency or department information was not removed

from the prototype, but rather moved to less prominent locations. If a user wanted to

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



41

learn about the department administrators or various offices, the information would

still be easily accessible.

State Info

News &
Resources  Contact Us

WELCOME

HUD's mission is to create strong, sustainable, inclusive
communities and quality affordable homes for all.

How can we help today?

Find My Local
Public Housing Office

Info for Buying a Home

Info for Renting

Housing Choice Voucher
Program Section 8

File a Discrimination
Complaint

About HUD Program Offices

Figure 6: Prototype Screenshot: Homepage

e Difficulty locating correct contact information
Each participant assumed the entire department or agency site applied to their current
task, thus they identified incorrect contact information (for example, selecting the
first phone number encountered even if it was for a different office or program). Part
of this problem was addressed by making consumer-related content the most
prominent and placing problem-solving information in the main content area.
Additionally, the prototype allowed participants to click on agency offices and view
individual agency pages instead of reading off a scrolling list. This change was

integrated after a participant tried to click on an agency within a list for more
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information and was confused why it did not work. The distinction not only allowed

participants to read from the list, but also isolated the specific information they were

searching for.

Resources  Contact Us

News &
State Info P

[MDO0O01]

Phone: {410)267-8000
Fax: (410)267-8290
1217 Madison Street
Annapolis, MD 21403
Section 8 & Low-Rent

Phone: (410)853-8990
Fax: (410)853-8999
6401 York Road
Baltimore, MD 21212
Section 8

[MD002]
Phone: (410)396-3232
Fax: (410)545-7771

< Back

Annapolis Housing Authority

Baltimore County, MD [MD033]

About HUD Program Offices Topic Areas

Find your local PHA office > Maryland

Baltimore City Housing Authority

Figure 7: Prototype Screenshot: Agency List

News &
State Info P Resources  Contact Us

Baltimore County, MD [MD033]

Phone:
(410)853-8990

Fax:
(410)853-8899

Address:
6401 York Road
Baltimore, MD 21212

Services:
Section 8

& Back

About HUD Program Offices Topic Ateas St May

e Performing input searches to find the correct webpage

Each participant defaulted to performing a search when overwhelmed with the
amount of content on a page. A search function was not available on the prototype
platform. Additionally, due to the size of many government websites, the searches
performed by the Phase | participants yielded large and complex result pages.

Performing a search did not improve any of the participants’ task completion rates.

Figure 8: Prototype Screenshot: Agency Page

The homepage was reduced to five main categories (Find My Local Public Housing

Office, Info for Buying a Home, Info for Renting, Housing Choice Voucher Program
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Section 8, File a Discrimination Complaint), which filtered into more expansive
content pages that each provided only information on their specific category. The
Housing Choice Voucher was given a separate link outside of “Info for Renting,” as it
is the largest HUD rental assistance program.

e Difficulty distinguishing links
The program websites in Phase | used large chunky blocks of text with hyperlinks
embedded within paragraphs. Each of participant either missed these links due to not
reading entirely through paragraphs or due to the fact the link was not easily
distinguishable from regular text. If there was a large block of text, all participants
would quickly scroll past the text and subsequently miss the links embedded within
the text. To fix this problem, large paragraphs were either edited into shorter
paragraphs or broken down into lists when the paragraph included numerous links.

Additionally, links were colored a bright blue to distinguish them from regular text.
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News &
State Info P Resources  Contact Us

Filing Your Housing Discrimination
Complaint

Federal law prohibits housing discrimination based
on your race, color, national origin, religion, sex,
tamilial status, or disability.

If you have been trying to buy or rent a home or
apartment and you believe your civil rights have
been violated, you can file your fair housing
complaint online by completing the

Online Housing Discrimination Complaint Form

Or

Contacting your local regional office:

Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts,
New Hampshire, Rhode Island,

About HUD Pragram Offices Topic Areas Site Map

¢ Back  u |

Figure 9: Prototype Screenshot: Discrimination Complaint

Phase I1I: Prototype Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation (RITE)

Phase Il of the study included 15 participants. The participants were asked to
complete identical tasks on the Prototype and the existing HUD website. The HUD
website was selected as it has the lowest Phase | task completion rates in comparison to
the SNAP and Medicaid sites. Eight participants were exposed to the prototype site first,
followed by the HUD site; and seven participants were exposed to the HUD site first,
followed by the prototype site.

Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation was used for Phase Il. Changes in the
prototype were made based off observed participant behaviors (Wixon, 2003). This

method increased the quality and reliability of the observations as it provided verification
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if changes improved task completion and allowed for the discovery of additional issues
within the changed prototype (2003).

As in Phase I, each of the tasks was developed for the participant to locate, read
and determine the answer to a basic question about the program. For Phase I, all tasks
focused on the HUD Section 8 Housing VVoucher Program. Successful task completion
was again determined if the participant could answer the question based on information
located and read on the website. Tasks were considered unsuccessful if the participant
abandoned the task, answered the question from previous experience, or reached the
correct page but could not locate the information to answer the question. Qualitative
observations were also taken into account, following the same probing protocol as Phase

I. The tasks used in Phase 1l testing are summarized in Table 3 below:

Table 3: Tasks for Phase 11

Identical Tasks for HUD website and prototype

*Task 1: Browse the internet to find information on Section 8

Task 2: Determine Section 8 eligibility

Task 3: Locate a phone number for assistance

Task 4: Locate a local agency office address

Task 5: Determine if it is possible to keep voucher status after moving

*Task not attempted while using prototype
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Chapter 4: Results

The purpose of this study is to better understand how low-literacy users interact
with and perceive government program websites. Since low literacy correlates with low
income, HUD’s Section 8 program, USDA’s SNAP, and Medicaid were selected for
exploration (Cooper & Reimann, 2003). It is becoming more common for low-income
adults to own smartphones (often before owning a computer); therefore, participants were
tested only on smartphone devices (Smith, 2015).

Phase | Results
The first phase of the study was completed by four participants. The purpose of
Phase | was to analyze how participants interacted with different government websites
and to identify problems areas to be addressed in the prototype. Each participant used the
HUD, USDA, and Medicaid websites. The results of task completion for Phase | can be

seen in Tables 4 and 5:

Table 4: Phase | Successful Task Completion
Number of participants out of 4

HUD Unsuccessful Successful
Task 1: Find basic program information 4 0
Task 2: Determine program eligibility 3 1
Task 3: Locate programs for purchasing housing 1 0
SNAP

Task 1: Determine program eligibility 3 1
Task 2: Determine how much a family of three must

earn to qualify 3 :
Task 3: Determine if there is an online application 1 3
Medicaid

Task 1: Determine program eligibility 3 1
Task 2: Identify a plan the participant is eligible for 4 0
Task 3: Identify a phone number for assistance 2 2
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Table 5: Phase | Individual Successful Task Competition
Task 1 Task 2 Task 3

HUD
POO1
P01
P02 Completed
P04
SNAP
P0O01 Completed
PO1
P02 Completed Completed Competed
P04 Completed
Medicaid
P0O01 Completed
PO1
P02 Completed
P04 Completed

Table 5 displays the individual task completion for each participant in Phase 1.
Participant PO2 completed 5 out of 9 total attempted tasks; Participants PO01 and P04
completed 2 out of 9 total attempted tasks; and PO1 completed O out of 9 total attempted
tasks. Each participant demonstrated the following behaviors in Phase 1:

Assumption that entire department or agency site was relevant to the task

Difficulty locating correct contact information

Performing input searches to find the correct webpage

Difficulty distinguishing links

These behaviors influences the design of the prototype that was used in Phase II.
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Phase Il Results

During Phase II, 15 participants used the HUD website (which has been updated
since the completion of this study) and the prototype designed based on the results of
Phase I. Seven participants first used the website, followed by the prototype, while eight
participants used the prototype first, followed by the HUD website.

Phase Il Task Completion Results: Each participant attempted identical tasks on
the website and prototype, except for one. Participants were asked to use an internet
browser during the HUD portion of testing, but the prototype was preloaded for
participant use, since it could not be accessed through a search engine. The task

competition data is summarized in Table 6 below:

Table 6: Phase 11 Successful Task Competition
Number of participants out of 15

Phase 11 Successful Task Completion HUD  Prototype
*Task 1: Locate HUD Website 3 -
Task 2: Determine Section 8 eligibility 3 11
Task 3: Locate a phone number for assistance 4 14
Task 4: Locate a local agency office address 3 11
Task 5: Determine if it is possible to keep voucher status after 3 2

moving

*Task not attempted while using prototype
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Participant Website Prototype | Website Prototype | Website Prototype | Website Prototype
Task 2 Task 2 Task 3 Task 3 Task 4 Task 4 Task 5 Task 5

P06 Completed | Completed Completed | Completed | Completed

P07 Completed Completed

P08 Completed Completed Completed

P09 Completed Completed Completed

P10 Completed | Completed | Completed | Completed

P11 Completed | Completed | Completed | Completed Completed | Completed | Completed

P12 Completed Completed Completed

P13 Completed Completed Completed

P14 Completed Completed

P15 Completed | Completed | Completed Completed

P16 Completed | Completed | Completed | Completed | Completed | Completed

P17 Completed Completed Completed | Completed | Completed

P18

P19 Completed Completed

P20 Completed Completed

Table 7 displays each participant’s individual task competition rate. With the exception

of P15 on Task 5, all participants who successfully completed a task on the website also

had successful task completion for the identical task on the prototype.

Conversion Rate Significance: The chi-square test was applied to each task to

determine if the difference in task competition rates between the HUD website and

prototypes were statistically significant.
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Task 2 (Determine Section 8 eligibility) Conversion Rate Significance:

Table 8: Task 2 Conversion Rate Significance

Successful Unsuccessful Total
HUD 3() 12(b) 15(m)
Prototype 11(c) 4(d) 15(n)
Total 14(r) 16(s) 30(N)

“The chi-square test can be used when the expected cell counts are greater than 5.”

(Lewis & Sauro, 2012)

(rxm) _ (14x15) _7
N 30 o
(s xm) (16x15) 3
N 30 o
(rxn) (14 x15) 7
N 30 o
(sxn) (16 x15) __ 8
N 30 -
2 _ (ad—bc)?*N
X - mnrs
Y2 (B3x4-12x11)% x 30

15x15x 14 x 16

X*=8.5714

p-value=0.003

When p-value < .05 there is a statistically significant difference between conversion rates

(Lewis & Sauro, 2012). The results of Task 2 conversion rates are statistically significant.
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Task 3 (Locate a phone number for assistance) Conversion Rate Significance:

Table 9: Task 3 Conversion Rate Significance

Successful Unsuccessful Total
HUD 4(a) 11(b) 15(m)
Prototype 14(c) 1(d) 15(n)
Total 18(r) 12(s) 30(N)
Chi-square test:
(rxm) _ (14 x15) 7
N T30 -
(sxm) _ (16x15) -3
N 30 -
(rxn) _ (14x15) —7
N T 30 -
(sxn) _ (16x15) -3
N T30 -
X2 = (ad—bc)? N
mnrs
2= (4x1-11x14)% x 30
15x15x18x 12
X*%=13.8889

p-value = .0002

P-value = <.05, therefore the results of Task 3 conversion rates are statistically

significant.
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Task 4 (Locate a local agency office address Conversion) Rate Significance:

Table 10: Task 4 Conversion Rate Significance

Successful Unsuccessful Total
HUD 3() 12(b) 15(m)
Prototype 11(c) 4(d) 15(n)
Total 14(r) 16(s) 30(N)

Chi-square test:

(rxm) _ (14x15)

= =7
N 30
(sxm) _ (16x15) __ 3
N T30 -
(rxn) _ (14x15) __ 7
N T30 -
(sxn) _ (16x15) __ g
N T30 -
2 _ (ad—bc)?*N
X o mnrs
2= (B3x4-12x11)% x 30

15x15x 14 x 16

X?=8.5714

p-value=0.003

P-value = <.05, therefore the results of Task 4 conversion rates are statistically

significant.

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



Task 5 (Determine if it is possible to keep voucher status after moving) Conversion

Rate Significance:

Table 11: Task 5 Conversion Rate Significance

53

Successful Unsuccessful Total
HUD 3(a) 12(b) 15(m)
Prototype 2(c) 13(d) 15(n)
Total 5(r) 25(s) 30(N)

Chi-square test:

(rxm) (5x15)

= =25
N 30
(sa;vm) _ (253x015) — 125
(rxn) — (5x15) =25
N 30
(s;n) — (25;;15) —125
2 _ (ad—bc)?* N
X - mnrs
y2_ Bx13-12x 2)? x 30
© 15x15x5x35
X?=0.24
p-value= 0.64

P-value = >.05, therefore the results of Task 4 conversion rates are not statistically

significant.
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Phase Il Qualitative Analysis: Throughout each HUD session, in addition to
recording notes on task completion, notes on participants’ behaviors and opinions (which
were either prompted by questions or spoken without prompt, since participants were
encouraged to think aloud) were recorded. Each recording was watched for review and
note taking. The notes were compiled and sorted into a spreadsheet to identify pattern
behaviors among participants. The findings of Phase | focused on improvement areas for
the prototype design, while findings from Phase Il focused on site interaction, initial
browser search performance, and perception of government websites. The categories of
site interaction and government website perception were predetermined based on data
from the literature review. Browser search performance was determined based on
observations from both Phase | and Phase 11 as each participant displayed challenges in
this category. The following four behaviors and preferences were the most common:

e Assumption that the department or agency site was only for the program they
were searching (consistent with Phase I findings): 14 of the 15 participants
interacted with the website as if it was solely for the Section 8 program instead of
the entire HUD department and its various other programs. The overwhelming
amount of content made one participant say, “I would not fool with it. I think it
was designed to make people not want it [Section 8] because they know the list is
backed up, so, they have it designed to deter people from it.”

e Trust of first website encountered through an internet browser search: 13 of the
15 participants trusted the first website they clicked on as the official Section
8/HUD website. Participants input a variety of searches when asked to find the
Section 8/HUD website and often clicked one of the first three links listed on the
result page. When one participant looked at the yielded responses, the participant
commented, “They have a zillion and one websites and they do not have what you
actually need, everyone has created their own HUD housing sites and it’s

confusing.”

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



55

Poor search performance: 12 of the 15 participants were unable to locate the
HUD Section 8 website through internet research. This behavior differs from
trusting the first website as one participant continued to search and located the
HUD website after spending time on the first encountered site and eventually
finding the HUD website. This participant believed that both sites were
trustworthy official sites when in fact, that was only true for the latter. A common
search behavior included selecting the first populated Google search as they
typed, even if the populated terms were not helpful to the search (for example,
after typing in Section 8, clicking on Section 8 rentals). The populated searches
would result in rental listing sites instead of program information pages. A
participant also commented on how they prefer to speak into their phone instead
of type searches—*it’s the easier way”—which may have resulted in poor search
performance, as they were using lab supplied phones.

Preference for completing program tasks in person or on the phone: 9 of the 15
participants mentioned at some point throughout their session that they would
prefer to speak with someone in person or on the phone when learning about
benefit programs. Most cited not trusting the internet or themselves to perform
such important tasks as the main reason they would rather go to an agency office
instead. Below is a list of comments from 5 different participants in regards
speaking or interacting with a person for assistance:

o “No, you have to call for something like that. I wouldn’t do something as
delicate as that on the internet. That’s your life.”

o “The process is too long, and you have to jump through a lot of hoops.
There should be an application you can print out and bring to an office to
save time.”

o "No it's not there, maybe it's because I'm old school, I want to be in
contact with someone, | want to speak to someone to get my point across.”

o “Idon’t want to try, I’d rather call.”
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o "Everything on here would turn me off" The application will ask you
about your mother and your five ancestors so | don't have time to even

fool with this site."

The results in this chapter will be further discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

Effect of Mobile Design on Low-Literacy User Behavior

The first phase of this study was to observe how low-literacy users interact with
three current government program websites while using smartphone devices. Based on
the results of Phase | and existing research, a prototype was developed to improve the
task completion rates for one of the tested websites. The following problem areas were
identified:

e Assumption that the entire department or agency site was relevant to the task;

e Difficulty locating correct contact information;

e Performing input searches to find the correct webpage; and

e Difficulty distinguishing links.
These problem areas are consistent with the findings of previous research. For low-
literacy users, content presented in large texts with complex words can overwhelm the
user and lead to task abandonment (Summers & Summers, 2005). Main menu items
should be clearly visible on the homepage and if possible use large colorful buttons
(Khan et al., 2012). Finally, performing input search tasks can cause users to divert
attention from their original task as attention is used to focus on reviewing the search
results (Johnson, 2014).

The mobile HUD website prototype was designed with prioritized content broken
down into short paragraphs and lists; homepage menu items made a focal point with large
colorful buttons; non-program information (including administrative information and
news communications) was relocated to a less prominent area on the homepage; the input
search bar was removed; and links were separated from other texts (i.e., not within
paragraphs) and made a consistent, distinct color.

These changes increased overall task completion rate for Phase 1l testing. While
using the prototype, participants were more successful in three of the four identical tasks
performed on the current government website. The only task that had a decline in

completion was Task 5: Determine how to keep program status after moving with a
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decrease of 7%. Based on observations, participants either selected “Info for Renting” on
the homepage instead of “Housing Choice Voucher—Section 8” option or were not sure
what option to select on the homepage to learn about moving status. The poor label
choice decreased task completion. This finding is consistent with prior research outcomes
demonstrating that if the next step cannot be determined, a low-literacy user will employ

a trial and error approach or simply abandon the task (Wong, 2008).

This study explored how the use of mobile design can affect low-literacy user
behavior. The findings strengthened existing research on low-literacy behavior as task
completion rates improved by an average of 55%. The limitations of these results include
not being able to use a task search bar function in the prototype. Although the search
function did not increase task completion rates on the actual government site, it was a
preference of the participants and a function they will encounter and can use on actual
websites. This area requires more study, as government websites tend to be large and
yield large results through input searches. The search phrase “find section 8 apartment”
on the HUD website yielded 653,000 results. These abundant results confused
participants and did not help them locate the information they were searching for. The
search results need to have better filter systems in place, based on typical low-literacy
searches (i.e., complete phrases), or have standard “action-based” information displayed
somewhere on the results page to direct users to commonly searched items or topics. For
example, if a user searches the term “Section 8,” there should be a section on the results
page with action links, including “I want to apply for Section 8” and “I want to find my
local agency.” Finally, several participants mentioned they prefer to speak into their
phones and let the phone initiate the search. It helped them search for words they were
unable to spell, and it was faster for inputting long questions or phrases. Integrating this
function within government websites, specifically those with large page counts, could

help improve low-literacy user experience.

It is also important to note that the official government websites are managed

externally. After the conclusion of participant observations, the HUD mobile website was
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redesigned to reflect many mobile user-friendly best practices. However, the findings of
Phase Il indicate that there is still room for improvement, even after the redesign. As
more low-literacy users receive access to smartphone devices, these large means-based
programs will have to continually update their websites to remain in line with their
consumer base as device capabilities and user behaviors will continue to evolve and

change.

Importance of Centralized Government Websites

Research studies have found that 40% of American smartphone owners use their
phone to look up government services or information (Smith, 2015). Since 77% of
American adults own a smartphone, this is a substantial user population. Among
Americans who earn less than $30,000 annually, 64% own a smartphone (Pew Research
Center, 2017). Therefore, there is also a large sample of adults who are eligible for
means-based government assistance programs and have access to smartphone devices.
The goals of the United States government’s Digital Government Strategy include
enabling people to have access to high-quality information; ensuring the government
adjusts to the new digital world; and unlocking the power of government data (Digital
Government, 2017). To accomplish the goals, the strategy aims to take an information-
centric approach, a shared platform approach, and customer-centric approach (2017).
This initiative is extremely important, and if the government continues to adopt this
strategy, it will create a better experience for low-literacy users.

Of the 15 Phase Il study participants, 14 believed that the site they were using
applied only to the current program they were attempting to find information on. For
example, participants were often confused when the title “Program Offices” was a link to
the administration of various HUD programs instead of locations of local agency offices.
Additionally, when they wanted to learn about Section 8, “Resources” was a common
selection that often frustrated them because the information was not exclusive to the
particular program. The HUD browser website has also been updated since the
completion of testing for this project. Unfortunately, the updated site still prominently

displays “News” on the homepage, as it did on the previous version. This information
© 2018 Brittany Larkins



60

adds more content and clutter to the page and often annoyed participants as they viewed
it on the smart device because they did not understand why it was important or how it
applied to the task they were trying to complete. The updated site features “Housing
Choice Voucher” on the homepage without mention of Section 8. If users are unaware
that is the official name for the program and are only searching for Section 8 information,
this cue could be easily missed.

If the government continues to use its Digital Government Strategy, it will need to
not only streamline government websites, but also find a way to isolate large program
information for users. The United Kingdom’s e-government site was rated the most user-
friendly website in 2016 by the United Nations E-Government Survey (United Nations,
2018). The website hosts all major departments and 385 agency webpages (www.gov.uk,
2018). Thus, users have very similar experiences regardless of the site they are visiting.
This tactic also assists in the identification of official websites, which is discussed further

in the next section.

Low-Literacy Users Trust in Non-Official Websites

The results of Phase Il Prototype Rapid Iterative Testing and Evaluation (RITE)
found that 13 out of the 15 participants believed they had found the correct HUD website
through their initial browser search. Often clicking on the first link in their Google search
results, after seeing housing listings or “HUD” written in a prominent area on the page,
participants indicated that this is where they would go to get program information. This
finding is consistent with existing research: task abandonment can occur when low-
literacy users assume they have all the information they need, even if it is incorrect or
incomplete (Summers & Summers, 2005).

For government programs in particular, further research should be done to see if
streamlined government websites and branding would make official websites easier for
low-literacy users to correctly identify. During Phase I, one participant stated that he was
unaware the Food Stamps program was now called SNAP, and that he would not have

thought the official site was correct for the program he was searching for. Additionally,
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he did not know the USDA was the department that ran the program, and he questioned
why it was the largest logo on the SNAP website.

Further testing is also needed to determine whether including approved program
websites would help low-literacy users identify the correct program information. The
HUD website provides information on the department’s programs on a national level and
can help users learn about the different programs offered, eligibility levels, and agency
contact locations and information. However, there are also approved HUD sites for local
agencies and offices. The Neighbor Works Home Ownership Center offers HUD
approved consulting agencies in the Baltimore area. If HUD has approved external
agencies, links to these resources should be provided through the main website. A short-
term solution would be to display an approved indicator, such as a logo, for external
websites to display so users know it is HUD verified. A long-term solution would involve

the consolation of multiple government websites.

Preference for Performing Tasks with Agency Assistance

One goal of this study was to examine how low-literacy users perceived
government websites and what expectations they had of those sites. As stated, a majority
of American adults who earn less than $30,000 annually own smartphones. Means-based
programs were tested in this study due to the correlation between low literacy and low
income. Prior to beginning either phase of the study, participants were asked about their
usual internet behaviors. The most common tasks performed on the internet were based
on social media and entertainment with the top four favorite sites being Facebook,
Google, YouTube, and Instagram. Among the 15 participants tested in Phase II, 9 said
they would prefer to speak with someone on the phone or in person when dealing with
something related to housing, such as the Section 8 program. The participants were
comfortable locating information online but said completing applications or checking
their status should be done with the help of a person who works for the program.

The most common reasons for not wanting to apply for a program online included

not trusting the website to complete the application and not trusting themselves to
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complete the application accurately. As low-literacy users are more likely to have a lack
of experience in formal structures such as reading and writing, this can affect how they
perform the technological version of the structure (Marsden, 2003). The participants
believed performing tasks that could affect their housing and living situations were “too
important” to perform online.

Further research should be carried out on the above finding. User preferences and
expectations change with experience, exposure and device capabilities. Although a
majority of participants did not prefer to complete an application online, it is possible
low-literacy users may be more accepting to the idea in the future. It is also possible there
would be a continued preference to perform certain tasks, such as completing
applications, in person or over the phone.

These findings show the importance of allowing low-literacy users to access
contact information, help and assistance information, and agency location information
quickly and easily. Directing users to assistance phone lines and physical agency
locations should be a priority on all government assistance program websites as it is
likely low-literacy users are accessing the site to find help and assistance and not
necessarily complete and submit an application.

A participant stated that it would be helpful if the websites provided applications
online or checklists to print out in order to prepare for an agency visit. The participant
said it would help cut down time spent in the agency office but still allow for assistance
and approval when completing important paperwork. In contrast, one participant had a
strong preference for completing applications online, commenting that “speaking with
people was annoying, and I prefer to do it on my own.”

All of the participants stated it was helpful to have program information available
online, whether it was an application, contact information, or instructions on how to
apply. Where practical (depending on the program), all means-based programs should
eventually have online application functionalities. Even if it is not a preference for a
majority of targeted users, it will still be helpful for those who prefer to complete the task

online. All steps leading to applying for a program or seeking assistance should be easily
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distinguishable for all users. If a user wants to find an office location or phone number,
view an application, or eventually submit an application, the website should be designed

to help low-literacy users to successfully complete those tasks.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

The purpose of this study is to support existing research on low-literacy user
interactions and behaviors, and to identify possible design guidelines for means-based
government program websites. This was accomplished through examining how low-
literacy users interact with program websites, implementing and rapid iterative testing
and evaluation (RITE) of low-literacy guidelines and best practices for interaction and
design (Wixon, 2003); and exploring the perceptions and experiences of low-literacy
users while accessing program websites.

The findings of this study are consistent with the outcomes of existing research.
By integrating low-literacy mobile interface guidelines, participants had an overall higher
successful task completion rates than on the existing websites. Low-literacy behavior, in
particular with government assistance program websites, include difficulty identifying
official government websites and assuming entire agency or department sites apply to a
single program. All participants remarked that it is good for government programs to
have websites to access information. However, a majority of the participants did not trust
the websites or themselves to complete large tasks such as completing applications and
had a strong preference of visiting an agency or seeking help over a phone call.

Recommendations

Based on these findings, government means-based assistance programs should
carry out continuous usability testing on the low-literacy adult population as their
experience, confidence and expectations of performing tasks such as submitting an
application may change over time. This would ensure that the websites that can
potentially serve millions of Americans are aligned with current behaviors.

Current websites should be designed to reduce the amount of non-program-related
information and tasks presented on the department, agency or program homepage. This
reduction would include items such as news, administrative information or other non-

essential content that could confuse or frustrate a low-literacy user.
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Integrating voice input search capabilities would also be helpful for low-literacy
users, as it reduces the amount of words they have to correctly spell to yield accurate
results. An input search results page should also display common “action-based” items to
help users to navigate to commonly searched information.

Finally, as stated in the US Digital Government Strategy, government websites
should be streamlined. If they are more consistent with one another, they may be easier

for users to identify and trust as the official pages.

Limitations

There were several limitations of this study. This was an observational study and
not an experimental exploration of measuring the design changes implemented by the
prototype. Therefore the results of the study do not rule out all confounding factors and
are inconclusive.

The small sample size of participants reduced the confidence level and increased
the margin of error of the study results. The small sample size was due to difficulty
recruiting participants who met the criteria: 8™ grade reading level or below (assessed by
the REALM exam) and owner of a smartphone. Time available and time needed to run
each study session also contributed to the small sample size. Each session took at least 45
minutes and had to take place in the University of Baltimore’s Usability Lab. Finally,
available funding limited the number of participants that could be recruited to participate
in the study. Although the sample size was too small to provide conclusive evidence on
low-literacy behavior on means-based government websites, it did provide a basis and

rationale to continue larger-scaled studies on this topic.
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Further Research

There is room for further research on how low-literacy users interact with means-
based program websites. Examination of the following topics would contribute to a better
user experience on program websites:

e Tensions of umbrella websites
e Can clear and consistent branding and visual design can improve differentiation

between official government websites and non-official websites?

With millions of low-literacy adults in America and millions of individuals who
participate in means-based government assistance programs, it is imperative that they are
able to find accessible information on these programs. The sites and applications that host
this information should be designed to follow best practices for mobile design. More
importantly, they should follow the best practices for low-literacy users. Mobile design is
a priority when considering low-income and low-literacy adults as it is common for them
to use smartphones as a primary access point for the internet. Continually improving and
testing the design of government means-based program websites will lead to higher

usability for low-literacy users and ideally higher program satisfaction for participants.
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If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me directly by phone or via email.

As authorized by P. Ann Cotten, C.P.A., D.P.A.
Chair, Institutional Review Board

A (2 C

Matthew D. Poland, CRA
Coordinator, Institutional Review Board

[ K. Summers
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form

Whom to Contact about this study:
Principal Investdzator Brtany Larkdin:
Dieparmsent:

Information & Interaction Design, Yale Gordon Colleze of Arts and Sciences

Talephome momber:  410-232-0283

CONSENT FOFM FOR. PARTICTPATION IN EESEARCH ACTIVITIES
Diesipning to Improve the Usability of Covernment Propram Websites

L

V.

INTRODUCTION FURPOSE:

I am being asked to paricpate m a reseanch shady. The parpose of this shady is to ebserve
how people inberact with poverrmyent bensfit program websites in order to establish methods
for Inprovement.

My mrolvement in this siudy will begin when I agree to participate and will last for
approvimately 30 mimrtes. Abeat 30 persons will be invited fo participate.

EISES AND EENFTITS.

My particpation m this stody does mit mvalve any significant ricks and T have heen mfommed
that my participation in this ressarch will not benefit me personally, bt will improve ooline
o0ess fo government benefit programs,

CONFIDENTIATTTY:

Any information leamed and collectsd from this study m which I maphit be identified will
remain confidential and will be disclosed OMLY if I give permission. All information
callected in this shady will be stored in a lecked file cabinst in a locked room. Caly the
imvestizator and members of the research team will have access to these records. If
information learned from this study &5 published, T will not be identified by nams. By sigmine
this form, however, I allow the research stady investigatar to make my records available to
the University of Baltimors Instinstsonal Review Board (TEB) and repulatory agsncies as
required to do so by law.

Consenfing to partcpate m this research also indicates my agreement that all mformation
collacted from me individually may be used by carent and fiture researchers in such a
fashion that my persenal identity will be protected. Such use will inchude sharing anonymous
information with other ressarchers for checking the acomcy of study findings and for fohure
approved research that has the pofential for mopreving human knowledge:

The seszion will be recorded:

[J ¥es, I giva the ressarcher permizsion touse my video recording to review oy session. My
video and idenirty will pot be shared outsids the research team,

[]¥a, I 4o not give the ressarcher parmission to wse my viden recording.

SPONSOR OF THE REESEARCH:
This ressarch siady is for a doctoral dissertation

COMFENSATION/COSTS:
My participation i this stody will myalve no cost to me. Twill be padd for my participation
in $40.00 cash

Page 1 of'2
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CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS:

The principal investizater, Britary Larkine has offered to and has answered any and all
quastions regarding mvy participation in this research sbady. I§ T have any further questions, I
can contac Britamy Larkims af 410-234-0283 or Entfany milleng@ubalt adu .

For questions about rights as a participant in this research stady, contact the UB [BE
Coordinater: £10-837-6109, mrbiubalt edu

VOLUNTARY PARTICTPATION
I have been informed that my participation in this ressarch sudy is voluntary and that T am
free fo withdraw or discontimie participation af amy fime.

Twill be ghven a copy af thiz conzens form o Eegp.
VIO SIGNATURE FOR COMSENMT

The above-mamed imestizator has answered ooy questions and I agree to be a ressarch
participamt in this sedy. By signing this consent form, I am ackpowledzing that T am at least
18 years of age.

Participant's Mame- Drate:

Participant's Signarmre: Cane:

Investizator's Siznahire: Dt
Page 2 al2
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Appendix C: Phase | Testing Script

Study Setup
1 REALM Exam Sheet
0 Consent Form
[J Camera docked and set for record

If the participant has taken the REALM exam for the University of Baltimore within the last
calendar year, skip to consent form. If the participant has not completed the REALM exam,
start here:

Hi, [participant name]. My name is [proctor name], and I’m going
to be walking you through this session today.

REALM Exam
1 Use REALM instructions and administer the exam
1 After the exam, total the score
1 If the score is above 60, compensate with half pay and thank the participant for his or
her time
1 If the score is below 60, proceed with the study

Please sign the consent form; please note for research purposes we
will be recording this session. The video will only record your
hands and the device and will only be seen by people working on
this project. If you are uncomfortable with this or any other
information on this form you do not have to participate in this

study.

1 Hand participant consent form

Thank you, we are ready to begin the study. I’1l start by reviewing
the purpose of the study. We’re asking people to use different web
sites so we can see what works well and what doesn’t work well.

The entire session should take about an hour.
© 2018 Brittany Larkins
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We are testing the different sites, not you. You can’t do anything
wrong here.

As you use the site, I’'m going to ask you as much as possible to try
to think out loud: to say what you’re looking at and what you are
trying to do.

If you have any questions throughout the session, please do not
hesitate to ask.

Do you have any questions before we start?

1 Answer any questions
[1 Lead particinant to the observation table

Do you own a smart phone with internet access? If so, we would
like for you to use it during the study. If you don’t, it’s okay we

have a device here.

71 Set phone on mount and prep camera for recording

We will begin to record the session now

1 Start camera recording

Ok, before we look at the websites, | have a few quick questions.

How many days a week do you think you use the internet?

What type of tasks do you do on the internet? (social media, read

the news, send emails)
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Do you have any favorite websites?

What do you use most often to visit those sites, the phone or a

computer?

Thank you, now we will begin to look at the websites.

Please remember to think out loud as much as possible while going

through the web site. Feel free to follow along using the sheet.

Let's say you have a friend moving to Baltimore from Texas, and

they need help finding out about housing programs like Section 8.

Can you help her find out if she is eligible?

[
[
[]

]

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If they find the correct website, continue to next task
If they don’t find the correct website, direct them: “Please type in the address

www.hud.gov
Wait for page to load and confirm the participant is on the correct website

So, how would you find basic information on section 8?

|

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task
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Let's say your friend decides to just call about section 8, or go in to

talk to somebody. Can | watch you find that information?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

1 If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

1 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Great, how can you tell if your friend was eligible for section 8?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

71 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let’s say you have another friend who has been doing well and
they would really like to buy their first house. Are there any

programs that would help them buy a home in Baltimore, MD?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

71 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you, that was really helpful. How was it? Is there anyway
the website could have been easier for you? Was there anything

really confusing or anything that was helpful?

Ok, now we will test another website.
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Let's say you have a cousin in Baltimore with two children who

needs to apply for food stamps. Can you help her find out if she is

eligible?

N
[
N

Observe as participant attempts to start the task

If they find the correct website, continue to next task

If they don’t find the correct website, direct them: “Please type in the address
www.fns.usda.gov/snap”

How much can a family of three make each month to qualify?

[
[
[

Observe as participant attempts to start the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Can they apply online?

[
[
[

Observe as participant attempts to start the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Can you find the online application?

|

Observe as participant attempts to start the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you! How did you feel about this site? Could it have been

easier? What was confusing? Was there anything helpful?

Ok, now we will our final website.
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Thanks, this is the website for Medicaid, the government program

that provides healthcare.

Let’s say you have another cousin who moved to Baltimore. This

one wants to learn about Medicaid. This sheet has the family’s

information. *pass family info sheet*

N
[
[

0

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If they find the correct website, continue to next task

If they don’t find the correct website, direct them: “Please type in the address
www.medicaid.gov/

Wait for page to load and confirm the participant is on the correct website

Can you figure out if they are eligible?

O O

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next task

Can you find a plan they are eligible for?

[

[]
[]

Give participant 10 minutes to find and complete the eligible assessment using the
provided information

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next question

Is there anyone to call if you have any questions?

J

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to closina questions.
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Great, that was really helpful! How did you feel about this
website? Is there anything that could have made it easier? Was
there anything really confusing or helpful?

1 Stop video recording
71 Give participant the incentive and sign the form acknowledging they received it
"1 Thank them for their time, provide compensation, and escort them out
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Appendix D: Phase Il HUD Followed by Prototype Script

Study Setup
[1 REALM Exam Sheet

[0 Consent Form
[1 Camera docked and set for record

If the participant has taken the REALM exam for the University of Baltimore within the last
calendar year, skip to consent form. If the participant has not completed the REALM exam,
start here:

Hi, [participant name]. My name is [proctor name], and I’'m going
to be walking you through this session today.

REALM Exam
1 Use REALM instructions and administer the exam
71 After the exam, total the score
71 If the score is above 60, compensate with half pay and thank the participant for his or
her time
71 If the score is below 60, proceed with the study

Please sign the consent form; please note for research purposes we
will be recording this session. The video will only record your
hands and the device and will only be seen by people working on
this project. If you are uncomfortable with this or any other
information on this form you do not have to participate in this
study.

1 Hand participant consent form

Thank you, we are ready to begin the study. I’ll start by reviewing
the purpose of the study. We’re asking people to use different web
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sites so we can see what works well and what doesn’t work well.
The entire session should take about an hour.

We are testing the different sites, not you. You can’t do anything
wrong here.

As you use the site, I’'m going to ask you as much as possible to try
to think out loud: to say what you’re looking at and what you are
trying to do.

If you have any questions throughout the session, please do not
hesitate to ask.

Do you have any questions before we start?

] Answer any questions
1 Lead participant to the observation table
1 Set phone on mount and prep camera for recording

We will begin to record the session now

1 Start camera recording

Ok, before we look at the websites, | have a few quick questions.

How many days a week do you think you use the internet?

What type of tasks do you do on the internet? (social media, read

the news, send emails)

Do you have any favorite websites?
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What do you use most often to visit those sites, the phone or a

computer?

Thank you, now we will begin to look at the websites.

Please remember to think out loud as much as possible while going

through the web site.

Let's say you have a friend moving to Baltimore from Texas, and

they need help finding out about housing programs like Section 8.

So, how would you find basic information on section 8?

[
[
[

OO

Great,

J

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If they find the correct website, continue to next task
If they don’t find the correct website, direct them: “Please type in the address

www.hud.gov
Wait for page to load and confirm the participant is on the correct website

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

how can you tell if your friend was eligible for section 8?

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task
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Let's say your friend decides to just call about section 8, or go in to

talk to somebody. Can | watch you find that information?

N
[
N

Observe as the participant attempts the task
If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Can you find the address of the local public housing agency your

friend could go to if they wanted to speak to someone in person?

[
tJ
tJ

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let’s say you have another friend who has been doing well and

they would really like to buy their first house. Are there any

programs that would help them buy a home in Baltimore, MD?

[]
[]
[

Observe as the participant attempts the task
If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you, that was really helpful. How was it? Is there anyway

the website could have been easier for you? Was there anything

really confusing or anything that was helpful?
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Ok, now we will test another website.

Hand participant phone with prototype loaded

Let's say you have a friend moving to Baltimore from Texas, and
they need help finding out about housing programs like Section 8.
So, how would you find basic information on section 8?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

11 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Great, how can you tell if your friend was eligible for section 8?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

11 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let's say your friend decides to just call about section 8, or go in to

talk to somebody. Can I watch you find that information?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

1 If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

71 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Can you find the address of the local public housing agency your

friend could go to if they wanted to speak to someone in person?
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1 Observe as the participant attempts the task
If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

J

Let’s say you have another friend who has been doing well and
they would really like to buy their first house. Are there any
programs that would help them buy a home in Baltimore, MD?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task
71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

11 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you, that was really helpful. How was it? Is there anyway
the website could have been easier for you? Was there anything
really confusing or anything that was helpful?

1 Stop video recording

71 Give participant the incentive and sign the form acknowledging they received it
71 Thank them for their time, provide compensation, and escort them out
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Appendix E: Phase Il Prototype Followed by HUD Testing Script

Study Setup
1 REALM Exam Sheet
0 Consent Form
[J Camera docked and set for record

If the participant has taken the REALM exam for the University of Baltimore within the last
calendar year, skip to consent form. If the participant has not completed the REALM exam,
start here:

Hi, [participant name]. My name is [proctor name], and I’m going
to be walking you through this session today.

REALM Exam
1 Use REALM instructions and administer the exam
1 After the exam, total the score
71 If the score is above 60, compensate with half pay and thank the participant for his or
her time
1 If the score is below 60, proceed with the study

Please sign the consent form; please note for research purposes we
will be recording this session. The video will only record your
hands and the device and will only be seen by people working on
this project. If you are uncomfortable with this or any other
information on this form you do not have to participate in this
study.

71 Hand participant consent form

Thank you, we are ready to begin the study. I’ll start by reviewing
the purpose of the study. We’re asking people to use different web
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sites so we can see what works well and what doesn’t work well.
The entire session should take about an hour.

We are testing the different sites, not you. You can’t do anything
wrong here.

As you use the site, I’'m going to ask you as much as possible to try
to think out loud: to say what you’re looking at and what you are
trying to do.

If you have any questions throughout the session, please do not
hesitate to ask.

Do you have any questions before we start?

] Answer any questions
1 Lead participant to the observation table
1 Set phone on mount and prep camera for recording

We will begin to record the session now

1 Start camera recording

Ok, before we look at the websites, | have a few quick questions.

How many days a week do you think you use the internet?

What type of tasks do you do on the internet?

Do you have any favorite websites?
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What do you use most often to visit those sites, a phone or a

computer?

Thank you, now we will begin to look at the websites.

Please remember to think out loud as much as possible while going
through the web site. Feel free to follow along using the sheet.
Hand participant phone with prototype loaded

Let's say you have a friend moving to Baltimore from Texas, and
they need help finding out about housing programs like Section 8.
So, how would you find basic information on section 8?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

11 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Great, how can you tell if your friend was eligible for section 8?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

71 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let's say your friend decides to just call about section 8, or go in to
talk to somebody. Can I watch you find that information?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

1 If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

71 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task
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Can you find the address of the local public housing agency your
friend could go to if they wanted to speak to someone in person?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

1 If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

1 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let’s say you have another friend who has been doing well and
they would really like to buy their first house. Are there any
programs that would help them buy a home in Baltimore, MD?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task

71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

11 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you, that was really helpful. How was it? Is there anyway
the website could have been easier for you? Was there anything

really confusing or anything that was helpful?

Ok, now we will test another website.
Let's say you have a friend moving to Baltimore from Texas, and
they need help finding out about housing programs like Section 8.

So, how would you find basic information on section 8?

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



J

|

Great,

O O

94

Observe as participant attempts to start the task
If they find the correct website, continue to next task
If they don’t find the correct website, direct them: “Please type in the address

www.hud.gov
Wait for page to load and confirm the participant is on the correct website

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

how can you tell if your friend was eligible for section 8?

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Let's say your friend decides to just call about section 8, or go in to

talk to somebody. Can I watch you find that information?

(]
(]
[]

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task

Can you find the address of the local public housing agency your

friend could go to if they wanted to speak to someone in person?

(]
[
[

Observe as the participant attempts the task

If the participant finds the phone number, ask if there is an address

If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to next task
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Let’s say you have another friend who has been doing well and
they would really like to buy their first house. Are there any

programs that would help them buy a home in Baltimore, MD?

1 Observe as the participant attempts the task
71 If the participant finds the correct page, ask next question

1 If the participant is having difficulty, probe about what they are finding and then
move to the next site

Thank you, that was really helpful. How was it? Is there anyway
the website could have been easier for you? Was there anything
really confusing or anything that was helpful?

1 Stop video recording
1 Give participant the incentive and sign the form acknowledging they received it
1 Thank them for their time, provide compensation, and escort them out
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Appendix F: Tested Government Website Screenshots
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ing tami A hausing s

advised of the unit size for which i 1s edgible based on family

size ond componition.

“The housing uni selected by the famity must meet an

acceptable level af health and safety before the P G

approve: the uni. When he voucher halder finds a unit that |

WiSNeS 1 0CeUpy nd reaches an agresment with the landioed

‘over the fease terms, the PA MusE inspect ine dwelkng and

duterming that the rant reguested Is reasanable.

“The PHA determines 3 payment standard that i the amount

eerahy needed to rert 3 moderstbr-sricad dwsiteg Uk in

using market and that s ured to calculat

'U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development
Secretary Julidn Castro
Home

PRESSROOM  AUDIENCES  STATEINFO  PROGRAMOFFICES  TOPIC

HUD > Topic Areas > Buying a Home

Buying a Home

Thinking about buying a home? We have information t!
help! Got questions? Talk to one of our housing coun:

1. Figure out how much you can afford
What you can afford depends on your income, credit re

current hly pay and the inter
' Home Economics
' Homebuying programs in your state
Know your rights
Fair Equal O for All - broch

' Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act (RESPA)
: s rights

o, e s 0 e w8
Py

* Predatory lending

3. Shop for a loan

' Looking for the best mortgage: shop, compare, negotiat(
brochure

* Let FHA help you

* Learn about interest only loans

4. Learn about homebuying programs

' Homebuying programs in your state

' Let FHA help you (FHA loan programs offer lower downpay!
are a good option for first-time homebuyers!)

© 2018 Brittany Larkins



S Department of Housing and Utben Development
Secrtary s Canro
WD > > Maryland > >

Homeownership Assistance: Maryland

Need help buying a home? You may qualiy for one of these
programs.

Statewide and Reglonal Programs.

Sy 8 i B

Nare Frum 0D
[ —
P
Jrpeniy

us. o
4517t Sweat SW. Wastingion, DG 20410
(292) 7081112 TTY. (02) T08-1485.

Find the addross of the HUD offce rear you

< M

m O
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SNAP

= ] = e
e R, . ~goegen  Maryland.gov nuwanresources
[ v 0 PO ‘Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) ZZEN
[, Aevomm s s | 0 roply
Aophuarts s Rosgt ™™™ o apply for benefits, or for information about the A g
ool i | e et eshncs o et o With myDHR, your benefits
e * g SNAP office. You can find local offices and each State's nd rvices are a click away!
ey e e application on our national map. Local offices are aiso listed in 1
Suam ftate. O €87 s the State or local government pages of the telephone book. a S e y
e s uscas | The office should be listed under "Food Stamps,” “Social
P Aot st b Services,” "Human Services," *f Assistance,” or a similar i
e emmmesses | title. You can siso call your State’s SHAP hotiine number. Most Use myDHR to apply for benefits and
— . s R services online, monitor the status of your
SNAP offers nutrition assistance to millions of eligible, low- STRATMm==" please don't call us at FNS headquarters to apply. We don't

*temvAens | income individuals and families and provides economic
ot nn | DENENLS to comMunities. SNAP is the largest program in the
+ s mremmmean  domestic hunger safety net. The Food and Nutrition Service
S ‘works with State agencies, nutrition educators, and
and faith-based to ensure that

those eligible for nutrition assistance can make informed
+ mucmmirbesn  decisions about applying for the program and can access
s benefits. FNS also works with State partners and the retail
© rewey ke COMMUNItY t0 improve program administration and ensure
e program Integrity.

s | e
P —
namosn 1

< A Weat's New
e o ‘State Point of Sale Letter for Markets and Farmers
- USDA Saeks Retaier Volunteers for SNAP Onine Purchasing Pict

USDA Awarits Grants 1o Boost Access 1o Farmars Market, Nutrious
Foods for SNAP Partipants

Tom Vilsack,

< h m o

4

How to Use
myDHR

Am | Eligible for
Benefits?

Applying for Find a Local
Benefits Office

Food Supplement
Stand-Alone
Application

Ot amsems  hanGle applications for the SNAP here. The State and county
+ i marumnmasn  offices do that. And we don't have appiication forms. Each

* o Bery | State has its own application form. If your State’s form is not
s on the web yet, you'll need to contact your local SNAP office to

it TeQuast one.
s mecosmenmm | On-line applications? The following States allow you to apply

s online. Here are their websits
s | E—

v s Sec Also

+ Help You Fill Your Grocery Bag
e s + On-Line Prescreening Tool

» G ot + What's New

" + SNAP Informational Materials
R n— + Contact Us

Last Pubtshed e

Applying For Benefits

Welcome to the myDHR Application

From here you can begin the process of applying
for assistance.

Enlace al formulario en Espariol 9701, el cual se
puede imprimir, completar y enviar por correo o
ser entregado al departamento local de servicios
sociales. 9701 Solicitud Para Asistencia

All answers you give to the questions are private.
We keep your information in a safe area. We do
not share your information with anyone without
your permission.

Depending on what programs you select, the
application process can take 20-45 minutes to
complete.

Click here for Facts You Should Know about
applying for Temporary Cash Assistance, Food
Stamps and Medical Assistance.

Filing an application online is the same as filing it

invnir | amal Ranartmant af Cacial Candicne ar

cases, update important account information,
and more.

CREATE ACCOUNT

SIGN IN

Quick Links

Facts You Should Know

Food Supplement Program (FSP)

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP), called the Food Supplement Program
(FSP) in Maryland, formerly known as Food
Stamps, helps low-income households buy the
food they need for good health. Everyone has
the right to apply for FSP. Click here to download
the Income Guidelines

Applicants must file an application, be
interviewed, and meet all financial and technical
eligibility factors prior to issuance of FSP
benefits. Some people who have little or no
money may qualify for Expedited Food
Supplement benefits right away. They must have
only an interview and verify identity.

File an application with your Local
Department of Social Services. Click here for
a list of local departments to apply in person.
You may also file an application by mail, fax, or
click here to apply online.

© 2018 Brittany Larkins
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(MARYLAND B

MARYLAND has a SNAP screening caleulator. Click here to 20 there.

Following this link will cause you to leave the FNS web sife

Done

LOUISIANA
MAINE

MARYLAND

MASSACHUSETTS
MICHIGAN
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MEDICAID

Archive CMS.gov Site Map FAQs

Medicaid.gov

Keeping America Healthy

Archive CMS.gov S

~
¥ Medicaid and CHIP services are
offered by every state.

Medicaid.gov

Keeping America Healthy

J Medicaid provides coverage for | Q

Q 3 some low-income pecple.
Menu v

¥ CHIP provides low-cost coverage to
oligible children in all states.

Home

MEDICAID & YOU:

FREQUENTLY ASKED o

QUESTIONS Medicaid and You - Frequently

Asked Questions

CONTACT YOUR STATE

WITH QUESTIONS How do | apply for (or renew) Medicaid or
LEARN HOW TO APPLY FOR
COVERAGE CHIP?

GET COVERAGE FOR YOUR

CHILD i igi
COMMENT OR VIEW Who_ca_n ’t,ell me if | am eligible for
PENDING Medicaid?
DEMONSTRATIONS

"HOW.TO USE MEDICAID &

CHIP COVERAGE | want to apply for Medicaid or get

rnvarana far myv child Wha da | cantact?

< 1 0 O < m m O

eligibility results.

health coverage to millions of Americans,
including some low-income people, families 5 e
and children, pregnant women, the elderly,
and people with disabilities. h
o ousehold?
What state do you live in?

How many people are in your

Some states have expanded their Medicaid
programs to cover all people below certain
income levels.

Include yourself, your spouse if married,
‘ Select your state v and anyone you'll claim as a tax
dependent in 2016 who's required to file
a tax return. Include them even if they

see if you qualify for SUBMIT don't need health coverage.
Medicaid based on income
alone 5 =

¥ Estimating your expected household income
Find out if your state is for 2016
expanding Medicaid and if What state do you live in?
you qualify based only on A Done

your income. We'll also tell
you if you qualify for savings
on a health insurance plan

Maryland >

Louisiana

instead. :
Mrtand

Massachusetts
Michigan
Even if your state hasn't expanded Medicaid for 2016
and vou don't aualifv based on income alone.

¥ Estimating your expected household income

© 2018 Brittany Larkins
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R T [ -
N, . . .
—_— maryland g health B (Gt Gt L
= ; mry?amd\’health NYianc gD on To see if you may qualify for-ﬂnanclal help 1
’\ connection income information below.

Maryland's Official Health Insurance Marketplace

o e iAbaE bla e fe cha What is the total household income? @
LAl You can enroll or change plans now if you have certain life chan

See If You Qualify to Enroll Now 40000 l Annually

Learn how to estimate your household in:

IApply for Coverage ~Small Businesses
Note: As of January 1, 2014, most U.S. re
household who doesn't have coverage) m:

Learn About Financial Get Help Can | Opt Out?

Help . .

S o >

NN Done

Enrollment is year-round for Medicaid
and MCHP, and people with certain life
changes 172 3 45 6 7 8 90

Read More »

Make the Most of Your Coverage
’
A T
< : ) Bl -
IR icinina Nade — and Familioe — a m L D

v

maryland):}l’e;v}lt& e

Contact Your State With
k = ; Questions
= B i =T 8 €150 State Contacts

y . Alabama hittp://www.medicaid.alabar
] Alaska htto:f/dhss.alaska.qovlCorI’
= [ Arizona https://azahcces.gov/share
v = szl Arkansas https://www.medicaid.state
S Compan 0 = California http://www.dhes.ca.gov/pac
R e A ¥ Colorado https://www.colorado.gov/h
‘o ‘ ’ T Connecicut | hittp:/iwww huskyhealth.cor
- o 'i‘:m;m Delaware http://iwww.dmap.state.de.L
= T -, it of http://doh.dc.gov/page/doh
: | Foila | http://ahcamyflorida.com/c
: NI Georgia http://dch.georgia.gov/cont
< lﬁ M il x - Cr — Hawail http://www.med-quest.us/c
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HUD in Maryland > Leamn About
Homeownership

Owning a home is a big part of the American
Dream. Here are some resources that can help
you buy, maintain and keep your home.

Getting Started

Housing counseling agencies: free or low-cost
counseling services for buying, renting, defaults,
foreclosures, cradit issues and reverse
mortgages, call HUD's interactive voice system
at: (800) 569-4287.

Predatory lending: beware if you're buying or
refinancing your home; don't become a victim of
unfair lending practices

Buying a Home:

Assistance programs: resources and programs
o help you buy and maintain your home

Aout HUD Program Officss Topic Areas Sie Map

( Back n

Select your state to learn about
local programs:

Alabama Montana
Alaska Nebraska
Arizona Nevada
Arkansas New Hampshire
California New Jersey
Colorado New Mexico
Connecticut New York
Delaware North Carclina
Florida North Dakota
Ranraia Ohin

Aot HUD  ProgmmOfficsn  TopicArcss  SteMap

< Back ﬁ

HUD in Maryland > Leam About
Homeownership > Predatory Lending

Predatory Lending: Maryland
Predatory lending is a term used 1o describe a
wide range of urfair financial practices. Here are

some resources that can help you avoid being a
vietim.

About HUD Program Dffices Topic Areas  SteMap.

( Back ﬂ
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Appendix G: Prototype Screenshots

&

HUD in Maryland
Learn About Homeownership

Get Rental Help

Avoid Foreclosure

Find Homeless Rescurces

File a Housing Discrimination Complaint

Contact My Local Office

About HUD Program Dffices Topic Accsa  SteMap

( Back ﬁ

‘9-« e

HUD in Maryland > Learn About

t p>

Programs

Programs by City/Town

Baltimore Gaithersburg
Fredrick Hagerstown
Programs by County

Anne Arundel Howard
Baltimore Montgomeary
Harford Prince George's

State of Maryland Departments:

Maryland Department of Housing and
S i+ Devel h

P y
programs, including downpayment and closing

About HUD Pragram Offican Topic Areas Ste Map

© 2018 Brittany Larkins
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HUD in Maryland > Learn About
[ 1ip > Assi
Programs > Local Programs

Housing Choice Voucher Program

* Federally funded

+ Locally ad istered

# Helps families, the elderly and the
disabled afford to purchase decent,
safe housing in the private market

Community Development Block Grant
(CDBG) Homeownership Assistance
Program
Program for first-time home buyers:

» $5,000 in downpayment

» Closing cost assistance

* Individual Income below 44,750

* Family income (4 people) below 63,000

Absut HUD Pragram Offican TopicArsss StaMap

( Back n

HUD in Maryland > Avoid Foreclosure
Aviod Foreclosure

Housing Counseling Agency

Want advice on buying a home, renting, default,
foreclosure avoidance, credit issues or reverse
mortgages? HUD sponsars housing counseling
agencies throughout the country to provide free or
low cost advice.

(800) 560-4287.

Maryland HOPE Hotline

Meortgage Late? Don't Wait! Call the HOPE Hotline
as soon as you start having any trouble with
paying for your home.

1 (80Q) 462-7555

About HUD Program Offices Topic Acess SteMap

( Back ﬁ

T

i

HUD in Maryland > Learn About
Hor ip >t ip
Vouchers

Homeownership Vouchers: Region Il
‘Some housing agencies can help Housing Choice
Vaucher holders buy a home. Contact your local

housing agency to find out if they are participating
in the homecwnership program.

About HUD Program Officas Topic Arsss GiaMap.

< Back n

HUD in Maryland > Find Homeless
Resources

Homeless Resources

Department of Human Resources’
Statewide Call Center

The Call Center provides a variety of
information ranging from office locations and
telephone numbers to explanations of
program policies and procedures.

(800) 332-6347

Contact vour local agency.

About HUD Program Officas Topic Aress Sie Map

( Back n
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HUD in Maryland > Get Rental Help

Rental Help

Subsidized Apartmenis
HUD helps apariment owners offer reduced rents.
to low-income tenants. To apply, visit the

office of each building

that interests you.

Public Housing and Housing Choice Vouchers
(Section 8)

Some PHAs have long waiting lists, so you may
want o apply at more than one PHA. Your PHA
can also give you a list of lecations at which your
wvoucher can be used.

To apply for either type of help, visit your local
Public Housing Agency (PHA).

Housing Counselii

Abeut HUD Program Officsa Tepic Avsss  StsMap

( Back n

HUD in Everywhere BUT Maryland

Learn About Homeownership

Get Rental Help

Avoid Foreclosure

Find Homeless Resources

Talk to a Housing Counselor

File a Housing Discrimination Complaint

Contact My Local Office

Abeut HUD Pragram Officsa TepicArsas  GesMap

( Back n
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Featured News

Tuesday, Oclober 4, 2016

HUD Secratary Castro Named
Head of U.S. Delegation lo United
Nations Habitat Il Cenferance in
Quito, Ecuador

More News...

Press Releases

Tuesday. Octabsr 4, 2016

HUD SECRETARY CASTRO NAMED HEAD OF
U.5. DELEGATION TQ UNITED NATIONS HABITAT
Il CONFERENCE IN QUITO, ECUADOR

More Press Releases...

Press Room:

Archived Press Releases

Alsout HUD Program Dffices TopicAceas  GieMap

( Back ﬁ

Resources:

Affordable Apartment Search
Appraiser Selection by Lender
Approved Appraisers

Does HUD Owe You a Refund?
Fair Market Rents

FHA Connection

FHA Mortgage Limits

Foreclosure Avoidance Counseling
Frequently Asked Questions

HUD Approved Condominium Projects

Asut HUD Program Offics TopicArssz  SteMap

( Back n

Contact Us

Buying a home or avoiding foreclosure
Call the FHA Resource Center at
(800) 225-5342

Rental assistance
Find your local public housing agency

‘Gall the Public Housing Customer Service Center
at (800) 955-2232
Required Information When Contacting Customer
Service:

* Name

* Email Address

* Fhone Number

» Organization Name

# Clear Description of Question or lssue

Absut HUD Program Officas Topic Arss  SteMap

< Back n

Buying a Home
Thinking about buying a home? We have
information that can help!

Got questions? Call our interactive voice
system at (800) 569-4287.

Learn about homebuying programs in
your state

Learn your rights as a homeowner
Learn about loans

Learn about FHA (Federal Housing
Administration)

Absut HUD Program Officss Topic Avssz  SteMap

( Back ﬂ

I want to buy > Learn your rights as a
homeowner

Housing Acts

The Fair Housing Act

The Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination
in housing because of:

Race or color

National Origin

Religion

Sex

Familial status
Disability

Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act

The Act requires lenders, mortgaga brokers, or
servicers of home lcans to provide berrowers with
pertinent and timely disclosures regarding the
nature and costs of the real estate settlement

Araneas

About HUD Program Officen Topic Acess  GioMap.

< Back n

1 want to buy > Learn about loans

Looking for the Best Mortgage?

Shopping areund for a home loan or mertgage will
help you to get the best financing deal.

Be sure to get information about mortgages from
several lenders or brokers. Know how much of a
down payment you can afford, and find out all
the costs involved in the loan. Knowing just the
amount of the monthly payment or the inferest
rate is not enough.

Ask for information about the same loan amount,
loan term, and type of loan so that you can
compare the information. The following
information is important to go get from each
lender and broker:

bout HUD. Program Officas Topic Aress  SteMap

( Back ﬁ
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1 want to buy > Learn about FHA

Let FHA Loans Help You

FHA loans have been helping people become
homeowners since 1934. How do we do it? The
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) - which is part
of HUD - insures the loan, so your lender can offer
you a better deal.

* Low down payments
* Low closing costs
* Easy credit qualifying
Buying your first home?
FHA might be just what you need. Your down

payment can be as low as 3.5% of the purchase
price. Available on 1-4 unit properties.

About HUD Program Officss Topic Arses SieMap

( Back ﬂ

Rental Assistance

Leam more ahout renting and HUD rental
assistance programs.
Need Help?

Privately owned subsidized housing
HUD helps apartment owners offer reduced rents.
to low-income tenants.

Housing counseling agency

HUD sponsors housing ceunseling agencies
throughout the country that can provide advice on
buying a home, renting, dsfaults, foreclosures, and
credit issues

(800} 569-4287.

Public Housing

Affordable apartments for low-income families,
the elderly and persons with disabilities. Te
apply, contact a public housing agency.

Housing Choice Voucher Program
(Section 8)
Find vour own nlace and ise the voucher 1o nav

About HUD Program Officas TopicArssn  StsMap

( Back n

Housing Choice Voucher Program
Section 8

The housing cheice voucher program is the
faderal government's major program for assisting
very low-income families, the elderly, and the
disabled to afford decent. safe, and sanitary
housing in the private market.

Housing choice vouchers are administered locally
by public housing agencies (PHAs).

Find your local public housing agency.
Find out if you are eligible

Learn how to apply

How it works

What to do if you move

Tenant obligations

About HUD Program Offices Topic Arens Ste Map

( Back ﬂ

Housing Choice Voucher Program
Section 8 > Find out if you are
eligible

Eligibility for a housing voucher is determined by
the public housing agency (PHA).

It is based on annual income and family size.The
PHA serving your community can provide you
with the income limite for your area and family
size.

Itis imited to US citizens and specified
categories of non-citizens who have eligible
immigration status.

Ii the PHA determines that your family is
the PHA will put your name on a waiting list,
unless it is able to assist you immediately. Once
your name is reached on the waiting list, the
PHA will contact you and issue to you a housing
voucher,

ible,

Find your local PHA office.

About HUD Program Officas TopicAress St Map

( Back n

Housing Choice Voucher Program
Section 8 > How to apply

If you are interested in applying for a voucher, or
need further assistance, coniact your local
public housing agency.

About HUD Program Officas Topic Arsss Sta Map

( Back n

Housing Cheoice Voucher Program
Section 8 > How it works

Housing vouchers - how do they function?

The pragram alows the infividual family to pick
where they live

Look for several housing choices to secure the
best housing for your family's needs.

The housing unit selected by the family must
mest an acceptable level of health and safety
before the PHA can approve the unit.

When the family finds a unit that it wishes to
occupy and reaches an agreement with the
landlord over the lease terms, the PHA must
inspect the dwelling and determine that the rent
requested is reasonable.

The PHA determines the amount of housing
assistance a family wil receive.

About HUD Program Officas Topic Aress StaMap

( Back n
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Housing Choice Voucher Program
Section 8 > What if | move

The housing choice voucher program is
designed to allow families to move without the
loss of housing assistance.

Moves are allowed as long as the family notifies
the public housing agency ahead of time, ends
its existing lease (within the lease provisions),
and finds acceptable altemate housing.

Ii you are moving within the area of your public
housing agency (PHA), ycu may choose a unit
anywhwere in the same jurisdicition.

A family that wishes 10 move 10 another PHA's.
jurisdiction must consult with the PHA that
currently administers its housing assistance to
verify the procedures for moving.

Contact your local PHA.

Housing Choice Voucher Program
Section 8 > Tenant Obligations

Tenant Obligations

When a family selects a housing unit, and the PHA
apptoves the unit and lease, the family signs a lea
with the landlord for at least one year.

The tenant may be required to pay & security
deposit to the landlord.

When the family is setiled in a new home, the fami
is expected:

* To comply with the lease and the program
requirements

* Payits share of rent on time

* Maintain the unit in good condition

» Notify the PHA of any changes in income or
family composition

106

ing Choice Vi gl
Section 8 > L Obligati

Landlord Obligations:

The role of the landlord in the voucher program
is to!

* Provide decent, safe, and sanitary housing

*+ Provide reasonable rent

« The unit must pass the program's housing
quality standards

* The unit must he maintained up to those
standards as long as the owner receives
housing assistance payments

s Provide the services agreed to as part of the
lease signed with the tenant and the confract
signed with the PHA

About HUD Program Officas Topic Aress  SteMap

About HUD Program Officas Topic Aress GiaMap ot D R S -

( Back n
< Back ﬂ £ Back n
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Find your local PHA office > Maryland

&

Filing Your Housing Discrimination Please ?eleﬂ your state to find your
Complaint local office:

sl

Federal law prohibits housing discrimination

Alabama Montana

Annapolis Housing Authority [MD001]
Phone: (410)267-8000

based on your race, color, national origin, refigion, Alaska Nebraska Fax: (410)267-8290
sex, familial status, or disability. ' .
1217 Madison Street
Arizona Nevada .
Il you have been trying to buy or rent a home or ggzﬁmlg‘&nf_n 21;3 at
apartment and you believe your civil rights have Arkansas New Hampshire on ow-ren
been violated, you can file your fair housing
cemplaint online by completing the California New Jersey Baltimore County, MD [MD033]
Phone: (410)853-8990
Online Housing Discrimination Complaint Form Colorado New Mexico Fax: (410)853-8999
6401 York Road
or Connecticut New York Baltimore, MD 21212
‘ Section 8
Contacting your local regional office: Delaware North Carolina Baltimore Gity Housing Authority
Florida North Dakota [MD002]
C icut, Maine, New Phone: (410)396-3232
Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont Georgia Ohio Fax: (410)545-7771
Aot LD Frogram Officsa Toplc Arsas Ste Mep About HUD Program Officas Topic Arean Ste Map About HUD Program Officas Tapic Arcas Ste Map
< Back ﬂ § Back n { Back ﬁ
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Csmnbe TR Rmorces Coaale
Find your local PHA office > Not
Maryland

Not MD Housing Authority [MD001]
Phone: (555) 555-555

Fax: (555) 555-555

125 Main Street

Anywhere, ST 21403

Section 8 & Low-Rent

Not MD Housing Authority [MDO01]
Phone: (555) 555-555

Fax: (555) 555-555

125 Main Street

Section 8

Not MD Housing Authority [MD001]
Phone: (555) 555-555

Absut HUD Program Offican TopicArsan  GtaMip

( Back n

A

Topic Areas

Avoiding Foreclosure
Buying a Home

Fair Lending
Homelessness

Housing Choice Voucher Program
(Section 8)

Housing Discrimination

Rental Assistance

Absut LUD Pragram Officen Tepic Arssa  GtaMap

M

About HUD

HUD's mission is to create strong, sustainable,
inclusive communities and quelity affordable homes
for all. HUD is working 1o sirengthen the housing
market to bolster the economy and protect
censumers; meet the need for quality afferdable
rental homes; utiize housing as a platform for
improving quality of life; build inclusive and
sustainable communities free from discrimination,
and transform the way HUD does business.

Secretary Julian Castro
Julién Castro was sworn in
as the 16th Secretary of
the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban
Development on July 28,
2014. In this rale, Castro
oversees 8,000 employeses
and a budget of $46
bilion, using a
performance-driven

Albout HUD Program Officas Topic Aress  GiaMap

M

Site Map

State Info

News & Press
Resouces

Contact Us

I want to Buy
Homeowners Rights
Learn About Loans

Learn About FHA

1want #a Rant

About HUD Pragram Dfficas Topic Acsaa  Ste Map

M

Program Offices

Chief Financial Officer

Chief Human Capital Officer

Chief Information Officer

Chief Procurement Officer

Community Planning and Development
Office of Administration

Office of Economic Resilience

Office of Hearings and Appeals

Office of the Inspector General

Absut HUD Program Offican Topic Aress  StaMip
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