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Highlights  
of Website  
User Study 

Chabin Concepts, Austin Consulting, 

and First Energy conducted an econom-

ic development website users study in 

2007/2008. It was implemented in two 

parts: 

1) Exploratory user testing of 4 site 

selectors performing assigned tasks 

on economic development websites. 

2) Online survey completed by 67 

respondents, roughly half of whom 

were site selectors. All but two had 

worked on a business location proj-

ect in the last year.

The key findings are highlighted in this 

overview. To purchase a copy of the full 

report, please contact one of the survey 

sponsors listed on the back page.
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User Testing Online Survey

WHAT:
Observe users performing 
tasks on websites

WHAT:
22-question survey in 
Zoomerang.com

WHY:
Explore behavior in  •	
‘real-world’ setting
Observe navigational •	
behavior
Test behavior vs. intention•	

WHY:
Test broader audience•	
Measure preferences •	
& priorities
Identify user trends•	

Survey Participants

GOAL: 

Establish guidelines for 
developing a business 
recruitment website that 
meets audience expectations 
for content and functionality 
at all phases of the site 
location search process.
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Content
Issues related to the information delivered on 

economic development websites.

Top Frustrations

Top 4 frustrations on ED websites:•	

Out of date (25%)––

Lack of contact info (16%)––

Incomplete information (16%)––

Navigational issues (16%)––

Top Content

Top-ranked content tends to corre-•	

late with site selection factors.

60% or more were also interested in •	

business activity, regional advan-

tages, business resources, and cost 

comparisons.

Housing and K-12 education were •	

important to at least 50% of the 

audience.

Web vs. Personal Contact

Website was preferred over personal •	

contact as a source for obtaining 

every late-stage item listed except 

project-specific tax incentive details.

Home Page Behavior

Users hunting for specific informa-•	

tion looked at the home page only 

long enough to find a link.

Users “just browsing” still looked •	

for something to click, scanning 

rather than reading the home page.

Site Selectors Page

85% were somewhat or very likely •	

to visit a “Site Selectors” page.

A site selectors page may be most •	

useful on sites with diverse audi-

ences (retention, tourism, etc.); on 

business recruitment sites, the home 

page can serve this function.

Property Listings and GIS

78% were somewhat or very likely •	

to visit a GIS map linking property 

to demographic data.

62% found radial and county/city •	

data equally useful.

An equal number (69%) desired •	

workforce distribution figures by 

county and by radius on maps.

61% preferred to obtain a map with •	

sewer and water online vs. 9% by 

personal contact.

57% preferred to obtain a map •	

showing building position online vs. 

24% by personal contact.

Less than a third found property •	

listings “complete” or “up-to-date.” 

Less than half agreed that prop-•	

erty listings were typically “easy to 

navigate.”

External GIS websites can create •	

navigational difficulties for users 

seeking all available transportation, 

demographic, and tax incentive 

information for a given area.

Maps and Transportation

84% were somewhat or very likely •	

to visit a “Maps” page.

Features directly related to site •	

selection were considered most 

desirable on a map.

Transportation information is often •	

separated from maps on economic 

development websites, resulting in 

navigational errors. 

Some users clicked on static maps, •	

assuming they would be interactive.

Taxes and Incentives

80% were somewhat or very likely •	

to use an incentives calculator.

Incentive zone designation was •	

the highest ranked item desired on 

maps (86% said they would use it).

What is the likelihood that you would 
go to each of the following web page 
links wiithin an economic 
development website at some point 
during a business location project?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Healthcare Facilities

K-12 Education

Case Studies

Risk Factors

Housing Costs

Cost Comparisons

Regional Advantages

Business Resources

Industry Pro�les

Hiring and Training

Business Activity

Find Sites/Buildings

Maps

� Very Likely   � Somewhat Likely   � Neither

� Somewhat Unlikely    � Very Unlikely

Content Priorities

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Video of CEOs

Webcam Downtown/Bus. Parks

Download Library

Video Virtual Tour

GIS maps

Incentives Calculator

What is the likelihood that you would 
use these features at some point 
during a business location project?

� Very Likely   � Somewhat Likely   � Neither

� Somewhat Unlikely    � Very Unlikely

Extended Features
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55% preferred to get detailed incen-•	

tive information (i.e., late-stage, 

project specific) in person vs. 37% 

on a website; however, other data 

(Area Development, DCI) shows 

general incentive information is a 

high priority.

Summary data to calculate estimates •	

was valued over wordy explana-

tions.

On regional sites, tax and incentive •	

information should describe qualify-

ing geographic boundaries.

Users looked for incentive informa-•	

tion in community profiles, property 

databases, and local websites, as 

well as on the “Incentives” page of 

regional websites. 

Property taxes were a high priority •	

tax issue during user testing.

Utilities

57% preferred to obtain utility rates •	

online vs. 30% by personal contact.

Users looked for rates in a format •	

they could use to calculate costs 

(e.g., cost per KWH).

Utility layers were desired on maps •	

(see “Property Listings and GIS”).

External links to utility providers •	

should go to economic development 

pages of website.

Regional sites with multiple pro-•	

viders should consider methods to 

identify which locations are served 

by each provider.

Functionality
What “bells and whistles” are truly valued by 

users?

Technology Adaptation

76% had viewed an online video for •	

work-related information.

S A M P L E  O F  U S E R  C O M M E N T S

Taxes and Incentives
“They have a little example how 
to calculate the tax credit, which 
is nice.”

“What I’d like to see is a table of 
all the communities in the region 
with their tax rate.”

“No phone call required. They had 
the local rates right there, with the 
explanation.”

“With Charlotte, it got down to 
specifics in the first few seconds. 
That’s why I was impressed. “

[Reading a utility incentive 
description] “ ‘On a case by case 
basis’ —that’s not helpful at all.”

“At some point I like to get on the 
phone with someone and get 
the economic temperature. They 
sometimes will tell you which 
[incentive] to focus on.”

“Yeah, all the criteria are here. I can 
just cut and/or download this. Is 
there a way to download? I’m not 
going to nail this down, but these 
are possible/probable. I’m not 
seeing much on wage criteria.”

“We’re looking at 12 counties in 
2 states. I need to get down to the 
county level.”

� Prefer website   � Prefer call or email

�  No preference or N/A

In the later stages of a site search, the 
following items are sometimes desired. 
Do you prefer to obtain this informa-
tion on a website, if available, or 
request it from a local representative?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Tax incentive details

Union activity

Water/sewer capacty

Permitting schedules/fees

Building Codes

Speci�c property tax rates

Water quality reports

Map w/ building placement

Est. utility rates

Workers' comp by industry

Map w/ sewer/water

Web or Personal Contact

� Strongly Agree   � Somewhat Agree   � Neither

� Somewhat Disagree    � Strongly Disagree

On average, how would you 
characterize the searchable property 
listings that you have visited?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Complete

Up-to-date

Easy to navigate

 

Properties Listings
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70% had viewed a website from a •	

handheld device.

40% had visited a social networking •	

site for work-related information.

33% had listened to a work-related •	

podcast or posted to a blog.

Only 15% had knowingly used •	

RSS, but there are other reasons to 

believe this technology will grow.

Extended Features

Incentives calculators and GIS maps •	

were the most popular extended 

features.

More than 40% were interested in •	

video virtual tours, download librar-

ies and webcam images of business 

areas.

Export Options

Most community data is saved and •	

used offline; however, users scan for 

screening information online.

Report builders and spreadsheets •	

were the most popular export op-

tions, but preference was dependent 

on the type of information (e.g., 

narrative information may be copied 

to word processing applications). 

In practice, report builders were •	

often overlooked on websites (but 

users who found them liked them).

PDFs are useful for supplemental in-•	

formation, but they don’t accommo-

date copying/pasting, and they can 

cause viewing problems when used 

in place of HTML page content.

Online Proposals

66% were interested in receiving •	

a project proposal online through 

a password-protected area of the 

website.

Navigability
How the audience navigates through the site 

(menus, search, etc.).

Site Organization

Transportation, incentives, and •	

some demographic information 

tends to be scattered across web-

sites, resulting in missed pages and 

misdirected clicks.

Nomenclature

Task-oriented users browsed menus •	

looking for topic name, not function 

(e.g., “Transportation” or “Incen-

tives” vs. “Custom Report”).

External Links

Links to external websites (e.g., •	

utilities, transportation providers) 

were frustrating when users didn’t 

know which provider to click or 

the landing page didn’t satisfy the 

user’s needs.

Format
How page layout and text formatting affect user 

experience.

Scanning Behavior and Formatting

Screening info (e.g., data, rates, •	

calculations, overview) should be 

formatted for rapid scanning.

Search Habits
How prospects find economic development 

websites.

Finding ED Websites

52% reported starting at a state •	

website to find websites to visit dur-

ing a business location project. 

If an economic development website 
allowed you to export data, what is the 
likelihood you would use any of the 
following options:

� Very Likely   � Somewhat Likely   � Neither

� Somewhat Unlikely    � Very Unlikely

Export Options

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Email

PDF

Spreadsheet

Report (Shopping Cart)

Report (Checklist)

Given an interactive map that allows 
you to turn features on or o�, what 
features are you most likely to select? 

Recreational parks 

Hospitals

Univ. locations 

Railroads

Zoning

Access roads

Industry clusters 

Workforce by county 

Workforce by radius 

Airports

Aerial photo w/ road overlays 

Business parks 

Incentive  zones

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Map Layers
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48% reported using a search engine •	

to identify websites to visit.

Search Terms

During two assigned tasks, site •	

selectors used the following search 

categories to locate websites with 

business location information:

Economic development––  was the 

most popular search term. 

Refinements tended to be on geo-––

graphic terms (e.g., state names, 

Midwest).

To a lesser extent, searches ––

were refined with terms related 

to desired real estate or type of 

industry.

Labor-related terms were not ––

used.

Four users took four different paths to find incentives information on both sites. Red pages are topics related to the task.

Navigational Choices

What's new on website 

Services provided 

Bus. districts, shopping ctrs, ind. parks 

Key advantages 

Report  builder (checklist)

Business climate 

Recent business locations 

Location map

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

What information is most valuable to 
you on a “Site Selectors” page?  
[asked of those who indicated they 
might visit a Site Selectors page]

‘Site Selec tors’ Page
In the last 12 months have you done 
any of the following for WORK-RELATED 
information?

New Technologies

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Viewed video online

Viewed website from handheld device

Used social networking site

Listened to podcast 

Posted to blog

Subscribed to RSS feed

During your most recent business 
location project, how did you identify 
websites to visit? 

Finding ED Websites

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Started at magazine site (Area Dev., etc.)

Started at real estate site

Started at utility site

Used search engine

Started at state site



Chabin Concepts
Chabin Concepts is an economic development consulting firm 
offering strategic solutions, marketing tactics, and dynamic tools for 
communities, regions and states. 
www.chabinconcepts.com
(530) 345-0364

Austin Consulting
Austin Consulting, an arm of The Austin Company, is a team of 
location consultants offering specialized experience in developing 
and implementing location strategies for manufacturing, 
distribution and office operations.
theaustinconsulting.com
(440) 544-2600

FirstEnergy
FirstEnergy Corp., headquartered in Akron, Ohio, oversees the 
nation’s fifth largest investor-owned electric system, serving 
4.5 million customers in Ohio, Pennsylvania and New Jersey.
www.firstenergycorp.com 
(330) 384-5822

Survey Sponsors




