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• Audit

• Analysis

• Independent Evaluation

• Target Visitor Needs and Expectations

ForeSee Usability Process
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• Pass/Fail Metric

• Measures Specific Aspect of Usability

• Proprietary to ForeSee

• Website Analysis and External Research

• Best Practice

Usability Indicators
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• June - July 2015

• 1366 x 768

• Iterative Evaluation

Scope and Specifications

The audit examines the navigation from EPA’s homepage and the region or sub-site primary page to the Public Notices section. It also 
examines content and navigation within the Public Notices of the selected regions to evaluate the organization and categorization of 
information, the seamlessness and intuitiveness of navigation, and the degree of clarity with regard to labeling and its effectiveness in 
communicating the nature of content and its structure. The audit is focused on pages in Region 1, Region 5, Region 9 and Region 10.
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How Public Notices Measures Up

The Usability Compliance Rating measures compliance with pass or fail metrics that are all weighted equally. The average rating across all 
Usability Audit Reviews conducted by ForeSee is approximately 55%, so this score below the average of other ForeSee clients. Keep in 
mind that each Usability Audit Review is focused on a specific area, so the compliance rating is not indicative of the usabil ity of the site as 
a whole. This report exclusively outlines those instances of failure to comply with best practice; instances where EPA.gov exhibits strong 
usability are not the focus. 

Usability Compliance Rating

34%

• Number of Indicators Applied: 59

• Number of Usability Violations: 39
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• Path to Public Notices

• Region Landing Pages 

• Orientation

• Expected Location

• Instructions

• Help Content

• Screen Real Estate

• Consistency

• Public Notice Listing Pages

• Link Execution

Top 10 Critical Usability Issues
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Path to Public Notices
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Path to Public Notices

Public Notices are not linked directly on the homepage. As a result, visitors interested in notices must spend more time determining which 
top-level category contains this content. The site can facilitate visitors’ tasks by including a link to Public Notices in the footer. 

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

This content can be accessed via the EPA Regional Offices, yet links to these offices are also omitted from the homepage. Visitors are 
required to select the Regional Offices from a single link from the cascading menu. It is not obvious that the Regional Offices link leads to EPA 
technical content rather than to contact information. It is likely that visitors will overlook this critical pathway and waste time. Instead, a link 
to Regional Offices should be presented directly in the centerwell of the homepage; alternatively, provide a top-level category for Regional 
Offices in the global navigation menu.

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

This site provides linkage to Regional Offices in the footer, where it is accessible from all pages.

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

Additionally, EPA.gov lacks a dedicated landing page for all Public Notices. As shown, the EPA Docket Center provides linkage to dockets 
relating to rules , as well as an explanation of the rulemaking process  and guidance on citizen participation . EPA.gov should 
consider expanding the scope of this section to include access to Public Notices with in the permitting process. 

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

Furthermore, the site can provide a Public Notices landing page that enables visitors to select notices by region using a combination of a 
clickable map and links by region. The sites shown here provide a linked map interface to select the appropriate region to view Public Notices 
in their area of interest.

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

Finally, the NPDES landing page does not contain a link to Public Notices. Visitors browsing to NPDES Home reach a dead end and must 
explore other browsing paths to reach this content. Instead, a link to NPDES Public Notices should appear in a prominent location on the 
NPDES landing page.

Issue 1 of 10
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Path to Public Notices

• Provide access to Public Notices from the footer of the 
homepage.

• Link Regional Offices directly in the centerwell of the homepage; 
alternatively, provide a top-level category for Regional Offices in 
the global navigation menu.

• Consider expanding the scope of the Docket Center to include 
access to Public Notices with in the permitting process. 

• Create a Public Notices landing page to provide a central location 
for finding and viewing Public Notices.

• Add a link to NPDES Public Notices on the NPDES landing page.

Recommendation

Issue 1 of 10
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Region Landing Pages
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Region Landing Pages

The site is missing a functional landing page for the Regional Offices. Linkage to the 
Regional Offices is provided through content that is contained in an accordion 
menu on the About EPA page. While the section does provide linkage to each 
region office, it fails to set visitors’ expectations regarding the activities of the 
Regional Offices and the type of information available there. Instead, the site 
should create a dedicated landing page for the Regional Offices which provides this 
context.

Issue 2 of 10
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Region Landing Pages

Links to Public Notices appear in different places on each region’s landing page. In Region 9, the link appears with other Related Information 
links in the right sidebar . In Region 10, the link to Current public comment opportunities is located in the centerwell . The result of this 
variation is that visitors who learn the link’s location in one region will likely look in the same location in other regions and will not find it. 
Displaying Public Notices links in a common location would reinforce the site’s layout and help visitors learn how to browse to needed 
information.

Issue 2 of 10
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Region Landing Pages

Some regional landing pages, such as Region 1, contain no direct link to Public Notices. This effectively hides notices from public view, with 
no cues in the navigation menus to reveal their location. Public notices are present in all regions, and visitors would benefit from prominent 
linkage to ensure they can locate and respond to proposals that affect them.

Issue 2 of 10
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Region Landing Pages

This site’s forecast office landing pages display links to commonly accessed important information in the same location on the page 
across each of its local offices .

Issue 2 of 10
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Region Landing Pages

• Create a dedicated landing page which introduces and explains 
the role of the Regional Offices and provides linkage to the 
individual Region landing pages.

• Link to Public Notices on all regional landing pages; display links 
in a common location across regions.

Recommendation

Issue 2 of 10
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Orientation
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Orientation

The site does not differentiate the label in the global navigation to reflect the category visitors are viewing. Providing this visual information 
is important, not only for those who have navigated to the page from others within the site, but also for those who have arrived on the page 
from an outside source, such as an external link or search engine search results. Global navigation highlighting gives a reference point to 
understand where this page resides in the site, as well as guidance on where visitors can find similar or related information items.

Issue 3 of 10
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Orientation

Similarly, EPA.gov does not highlight visitors’ location in the local navigation menus. This increases visitors workload as they must study the 
navigation menus to understand the relationship of the current page to the rest of the site and to locate related content. 

Issue 3 of 10
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Orientation

This site complies with best practice by highlighting the global  and local  navigation elements corresponding to the current page. 

Issue 3 of 10
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Orientation

Additionally, global navigation is missing from some regional sites. Specifically, the Region 5 and Region 10 pages do not provide access to 
the rest of the EPA.gov site. This severely limits visitors’ ability to navigate to related content within the site, as they lack direct access to top-
level categories. EPA.gov should ensure all regional pages provide global navigation for the main site so that visitors are not forced to search 
needlessly for links to the top-level categories or resort to using the link to Home or the browser’s Back button to access the rest of the site.

Issue 3 of 10
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Orientation

The site also does not provide consistent local navigation options within each Region’s section. For example, the Region 1 pr imary page 
displays navigational links for About EPA  rather than the links for the Region 1 category . This deprives visitors of efficient navigation 
within the category as well as a clear understanding of the location of the pages they are viewing. The site must ensure that local navigation 
menus accurately reflect the hierarchy of the current category.

Issue 3 of 10







Environmental Protection Agency – Usability Audit Review 31

Orientation

In addition, breadcrumb trails do not always accurately reflect the site structure. For example, the breadcrumb trail on the Public Notices 
page of Region 1 indicates the EPA New England is a top-level category of EPA Home . However, when visitors navigate to the Region 1 
page, the breadcrumb trail reveals an additional level, About EPA , is the top-level category. The site must ensure breadcrumb trails 
accurately reflect the site structure such that visitors are able to confidently reference them to learn the site structure and utilize them to 
return to previous pages.

Issue 3 of 10
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Orientation

• Differentiate the item in the global and local navigation menus 
which corresponds to the page visitors are currently viewing.

• Provide global navigation on all pages of EPA.gov.

• Ensure that local navigation menus accurately reflect the options 
available in the current category.

• Ensure breadcrumb trails accurately reflect each page’s location 
in the site hierarchy.

Recommendation

Issue 3 of 10
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Expected Location
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Expected Location

Some links transport visitors offsite with no notice. For example, some Region 9 links to Public Notices present the notice as a page within 
the Federal Register website, opening in the same browser window. There is no warning that visitors will be leaving the EPA site, losing 
access to the global navigation menu and the ability to easily return to view more EPA content. When hypertext links do anything other than 
transport visitors to another web page on the site—including taking them to a new site—forewarning should be provided via labeling or an 
icon so visitors know what to expect before clicking the link.

Issue 4 of 10
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Expected Location

Additionally, some link labels do not accurately reflect their destination page headings. For example, clicking on the U.S.-Mexico Border link 
on the EPA Region 9 landing page presents a page titled Region 6 Calendar, potentially confusing visitors when none of the words in the label 
appear in the title. Similarly, the link to All Pacific Southwest News Releases presents a page heading of News Releases from Region 9, relying 
on visitors to remember which region number corresponds to the Pacific Southwest region. To eliminate confusion, link labels should exactly 
match page headings wherever space permits.

Issue 4 of 10
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Expected Location

Next, the global navigation menu link for Regional Offices appears to open a page with that title, but is in fact is a jump link to an accordion 
menu panel of the About EPA page. This is disorienting because the global navigation menu is not visible, leaving visitors with no browsing 
paths to other areas of the site. To maintain the visibility of those browsing paths and keep visitors oriented, the site should avoid linking to 
in-page anchors from the global navigation.

Issue 4 of 10
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Expected Location

Finally, much of the information related to Public Notices is rendered in PDF format, adding complexity to visitors’ ability to scan and locate 
pertinent information. Most documents  require Adobe Acrobat Reader to view, and this relies on browsers being correctly configured. 
Also, some instructions are located on pages within the Public Notice , adding a barrier to visitors reaching helpful information. Much of 
this information should be rendered directly on an HTML page.

Issue 4 of 10
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Expected Location

Region 10 provides the public notices on HTML pages, increasing 
the ease of viewing the notices and locating instructions for 
submitting comments .

Issue 4 of 10
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Expected Location

• Provide explicit messaging or iconography with links that lead to 
offsite destinations; ensure the destination pages open in a new 
browser window.

• Ensure link labels and corresponding page headings have a one-
to-one match.

• Avoid linking to in-page anchors from the global navigation.

• Display helpful information related to Public Notices in HTML 
format.

Recommendation

Issue 4 of 10
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Instructions
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Instructions

The site does not provide a clear and succinct summary of the Permitting and Public Comments processes. Explanatory content, such as that 
provided on the Interested Citizens  and NPDES Permit Program Basics  pages, is long and text heavy. Two supplementary documents , 
Water Permitting 101 and Public Participation in the NPDES Permit Issuance Process, are 11 and 4 pages long, respectively. This risks that 
visitors may decide that the public commenting process is too complicated and become dissuaded from participating in it. To help visitors 
understand and participate in the commenting process, the site should provide a simplified overview of the permit process.

Issue 5 of 10
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Instructions

This other site gives an overview of the rulemaking process in three steps  which are enumerated and stated in bold headings 
followed by explanatory text and links to related content . 

Issue 5 of 10
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Instructions

Another site uses an infographic to explain a multistep process. Images and icons help to explain the information and make it more 
memorable. EPA.gov can facilitate understanding of the permits and public comment procedures by incorporating charts and similar visual 
aids to illustrate the permit process.

Issue 5 of 10
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Instructions

Also, EPA.gov has an opportunity to enhance communication about the permit process through the use of interactive content. As shown, 
another site provides a video tutorial which explains the rulemaking process. Since the provision of multimedia content helps engage visitors 
and allows them to choose the type of content that best suits their needs, the site should consider creating videos or podcasts that explain 
the permit and public notices process.

Issue 5 of 10
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Instructions

• Provide a simplified overview of the permit process.

• Incorporate charts and similar visual aids to communicate this 
information.

• Consider creating videos or podcasts that explain the permit and 
public notices process. 

Recommendation

Issue 5 of 10
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Help Content
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Help Content

Although EPA.gov provides contextual contact information for the individual Regions, visitors may miss this information because the Contact 
Us link leads to a general Contact page . On Region pages, visitors must notice the Contact Region 2 link  in the Related information 
element to be taken to the relevant Region contact page. The instructions explaining the difference between these two links is found only on 
the Contact Us page. In order to clarify the destination of these links, the general Contact Us link should be located in the utility navigation or 
global footer. The Contact link on the Regional Office pages should be located in the conventional location in the upper right portion of the 
centerwell . The explanation on the main Contact Us page  would then be unnecessary and should be removed.

Issue 6 of 10











Environmental Protection Agency – Usability Audit Review 48

Help Content

Next, the site does not provide sufficient access to glossaries to assist visitors in understanding unfamiliar terminology as they are browsing. 
For example, in the UIC section the only link to the UIC Glossary  is in the centerwell on the primary page. Other pages deeper in the 
section  provide no access to the glossary, requiring visitors to remember the link on the primary page. Those visitors entering the section 
via an external link or search engine results may also be unaware of the glossary, effectively hiding this valuable tool. Instead, links to the 
appropriate glossary should be included on all pages within the relevant section in a conventional location such as the header or footer.

Issue 6 of 10
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Help Content

This site provides glossary information in a contextual layer allowing visitors to confirm the meaning of unfamiliar terms in context with no 
interruption in browsing. EPA.gov can leverage entries in the glossary to provide this additional help.

Issue 6 of 10
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Help Content

Next, access to FAQs is not provided on many content pages. In the 
example shown here, the Region 9 NPDES Wastewater & Stormwater 
Permits page includes no access to FAQs . Visitors must conduct a 
search in order to view Frequently Asked Questions, where they are 
displayed in an element in the right sidebar on Search Results pages , 
risking them missing this helpful information. The site should provide a 
link to FAQs on all pages in the global header or footer where visitors can 
easily access them.

Issue 6 of 10
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Help Content

• Increase access to help content by placing links to the general 
Contact Us page, the Glossary, and FAQs in the global header or 
footer.

• Locate the Regional Office Contact link in the upper right area of 
the centerwell. 

• Consider implementing contextual help layers for Glossary 
definitions.

Recommendation

Issue 6 of 10
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Screen Real Estate
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Screen Real Estate

Several Public Notices pages reflect poor use of screen real estate by allowing an excess of white space. This forces content into a more 
vertical layout, requiring visitors to scroll extensively to view all available listings . In another instance, a large gap of white space 
presents an empty and unfinished appearance causing visitors to wonder if all content has loaded . The site should ensure centerwell real 
estate is used judiciously and effectively.

Issue 7 of 10









Environmental Protection Agency – Usability Audit Review 54

Screen Real Estate

Furthermore, readability is significantly undermined on the Region 5 UIC Public Notices page by the use of overly long line lengths. Long line 
lengths inhibit reading and slow performance as visitors must exert extra effort to re-find the beginning of the next line. Instead, the site 
should constrain line lengths for body text to 100 characters, including white space; for maximum readability, limit line length to 80 
characters. 

Issue 7 of 10
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Screen Real Estate

Portions of the site fail to be effectively formatted for 
1280 x 768 screen resolution—the resolution that 
accommodates a majority of online users. For visitors 
using this screen resolution, the site appears too small 
with vacant areas on either side of the page . This 
results in content becoming squeezed into a more 
vertical layout, pushing information unnecessarily 
below the fold—as shown by the dotted red line —
thus forcing visitors to scroll to view all of a page’s 
content. This space could be better utilized to reduce 
scrolling by arranging content blocks more efficiently 
between the centerwell columns.

Issue 7 of 10
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Screen Real Estate

These sites are optimized for the wider screen width, which allows them to display public notice records in a tabular format which eliminates 
wasted whitespace and excessively long line lengths.

Issue 7 of 10
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Screen Real Estate

• Reallocate information in the Public Notices to avoid large gaps 
of whitespace. 

• Constrain line length to under 100 characters per line to help 
make text more readable. 

• Optimize page layouts for a screen resolution of 1280-1366 pixels 
wide, and 768 pixels high; ensure content is evenly distributed in 
the centerwell.

Recommendation

Issue 7 of 10
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Consistency
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Consistency

There are stark differences in layout and styling between the EPA homepage and the About EPA landing page. While some of the global 
navigation menu’s top-level categories are common, heading contents and styles, page layouts, and color schemes differ substantially. The 
differences are sufficient to cause visitors to wonder if they have left the site. A consistent rendering of common page elements such as 
headings and locations of key functionality helps visitors learn how to interact with the site, as well as contributes to their sense of the site’s 
professionalism and credibility.

Issue 8 of 10
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Consistency

Differences in layout extend to the Public Notice listing pages themselves. For example, Region 1’s notices  are listed by notice type—
Cleanup, Clean Water Act Enforcement, NPDES—while Region 10’s notices  are listed together. All of the inconsistencies add up to a jarring 
experience for visitors who view multiple public notices in different regions. A common layout and style would aid scannability and create a 
streamlined browsing experience.

Issue 8 of 10
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Consistency

Even within regions, Public Notices are inconsistently presented. In Region 5, Underground Injection Control (UIC) Public Notices are 
organized by state, whereas National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Public Notices are arranged by date. Using a 
single organizational scheme helps orient visitors to find content efficiently.

Issue 8 of 10
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Consistency

• Ensure pages follow common layout, colors, and styling to create 
a consistent browsing experience.

• Present Public Notices across regions and topics with common 
grouping and ordering.

Recommendation

Issue 8 of 10



Environmental Protection Agency – Usability Audit Review 63

Public Notice Listing Pages
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Public Notice Listing Pages

Significant differences in the content of Public Notice listings impede visitors from understanding the nature of each notice. For example, 
Region 1 notices display the title, file type, page count, file size, and comment period start and end dates. These listings could be improved 
by including a short description to add context to otherwise similar listings.

Issue 9 of 10
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Public Notice Listing Pages

Region 9’s Public Notices include individual links to sections of the notice, but the titles of the sections are generic—“Tentative Decision 
Document”—and reveal little about the contents of the notice.

Issue 9 of 10
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Public Notice Listing Pages

The display of Public Notices on this site combines many helpful qualities—descriptive titles, location by county, notice type (Request for 
Comments), a description of the proposal, and the comment due date. These give visitors a more thorough understanding of the notice and 
a better idea of its pertinence to them.

Issue 9 of 10
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Public Notice Listing Pages

• Provide sufficient details in Public Notice listings to guide visitors 
in selecting notices that are interesting and pertinent to them.

Recommendation

Issue 9 of 10
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Link Execution
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Link Execution

The Public Notices and Region offices pages exhibit instances of self-referential clickability—page elements that link to the page currently 
being viewed, as shown in these examples. Providing a link which simply reloads the current results in wasted time for visitors. In addition, 
self-referential clickability can be disorienting since the implied promise of an active link is to be transported to a new page or to additional 
information—not to reload the same page. 

Issue 10 of 10
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Link Execution

The local navigation menu on this site exhibits the best practice of unlinking navigation links in the left sidebar to prevent the page from 
reloading. This implementation keeps visitors oriented to the current page and helps them understand the location of this page within the 
site’s hierarchy. This practice should be carried to all pages within EPA.gov.

Issue 10 of 10
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Link Execution

The site does not consistently provide an adequate visual indication of pages visitors have already viewed. Although EPA.gov adheres to best 
practice in altering the color of hypertext links after they have been visited, often the color change is too subtle. For instance, on the pages 
shown, visited links  and unvisited links  are different shades of medium blue. This risks that visitors may not perceive which links they 
have already visited and may waste time searching for previously viewed content of interest or accidentally click on links they do not wish to 
view again. The site should heighten the contrast between the visited and unvisited links.

Issue 10 of 10
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Link Execution

Finally, breadcrumb trail elements on the Region 10 Public Notices page transport visitors to an error page. Broken links erode visitors’ trust 
and leave them with a negative overall impression of the site. To resolve this issue the site must ensure that breadcrumb trails accurately 
reflect the current site hierarchy.

Issue 10 of 10
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Link Execution

• Avoid self-referential clickability by unlinking the navigation item 
that corresponds to the current page.

• Ensure adequate contrast between visited and unvisited links.

• Resolve all broken links.

Recommendation

Issue 10 of 10
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Bottom Line

EPA.gov can facilitate citizen engagement in the 
permitting process by: 

– Establishing a central repository and enhancing 
regional presentation of Public Notices;

– Ensuring adequate linkage to Public Notices 
throughout the site experience;

– Providing a clear overview of the permitting and public 
commenting process and robust help resources; and

– Standardizing the presentation of Public Notices.




