
Does Design Contribute to Ease of Use:  
An exploratory study of Web Facets in The Result Pages 

of Two Search Engines 
 

Elizabeth Milonas 
Long Island University 
Brookville, New York 

emilonas@citytech.cuny.edu 
 

 

 
ABSTRACT 
An exploratory study was conduced to examine the design 
aspects of Web facets found in the search result pages of 
two search engines: Exalead and Excite. The goal of the 
study was to determine if Web facet design could contribute 
to perceived ease of use.  This study builds upon findings 
from an earlier study (Milonas, 2010) in which the results 
indicated that users perceived the Web facets evident in the 
search result pages of the Exalead search engine easier to 
use than those found in Excite. The researcher surmised that 
the design of these Web facets might have contributed to 
the difference in perceived ease of use. The relationship 
between design and user perception in determining the ease 
of use of Web facets within these two search engines is 
explored. In the first component of the study, an expert 
inspection of the various design aspects of the search result 
pages of Exalead and Excite was conducted.  The aspects 
examined were: perceptual, learning, organizational and 
social. In the second part of the study, five participants 
conducted an experiment using the Web facets found in the 
search result pages of the two search engines. Findings of 
both the expert inspection and the usability evaluation 
showed that there does not seem to be a significant 
difference in the design of Web facets within the two search 
engines. The findings seem to indicate that design of Web 
facets is not a contributory factor in terms of Web facet 
ease of use.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
The World Wide Web consists of a plethora of information 
that a Web searcher can retrieve via search engines.  A Web 
searcher submits a search query that once successfully 
executed, yields information within the search engine result 
page (SERP) in multi-page linear format. The SERP can be 
daunting due to the enormity of information returned which 
may or may not be relevant to the original search query. 
The searcher must make sense of the information returned 
and determine if the results satisfy the original search query 
or if further exploration is needed. Categories and Web 
facets are two methods provided by search engines and 
used by the searcher to expand, narrow or explore the 
original search query.  

1.1 Categories 
Categories provide the searcher with the means of 
organizing the search results by presenting a list of files, 
documents and links that possess the property of the 
category selected (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Categories found in the search engine 
Exalead. 

The Web searcher is able to organize the results list by 
category, for example, the searcher can choose the category 
“Filetype” and sub-category “pdf” to display only PDF files 
related to the search term “Lymphoma” (Figure 2).   
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Figure 2. Using the “Filetype” Category  

 

1.2 Web Facets 

The second method used by search engines to expand, 
narrow or explore a search topic is Web facets.  Web facets 
display the search results by different aspects of the search 
topic. For example, when searching for the topic 
“Lymphoma” using the Google search engine, Web facets 
related to the search topic are displayed. These Web facets 
present different aspects of the search topic such as 
“Lymphoma Symptoms” and “Lymphoma treatment” 
(Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: Google Web facets associated with the search 
topic “Lymphoma”   

The searcher can then choose one of the Web facets listed 
to narrow, expand or explore the search topic further. In 
Figure 4, the searcher has chosen the Web facet 
“Lymphoma Symptoms” narrowing the search topic to 
information related to symptoms. 

 

Figure 4. Using Web facets to narrow original search. 

Within the search engine result pages, Web facets are 
evident under the headings of “Related Searches,” “Also 
Try,” or “Are you looking for.” 

2.0 TRADITIONAL FACETS 
S.R. Ranganathan introduced the concept of facets in the 
early 1900s with his Colon Classification. According to 
Ranganathan (1962, 81), facets are the fiber that makeup a 
topic or subject and they are used to display the various 
dimensions (Shera & Egan 1951, 99) of a topic or subject.  
Facets are the manifestations of five fundamental 
categories: personality, matter, energy, space, and time – 
PMEST (1951, 101). Facets have been used extensively and 
with great benefit in the Library and Information Science 
domain where they were initially used in print media 
(Broughton, 2006) and later became instrumental within 
digital libraries. Recently the use of facets has become 
prevalent (Milonas, 2010) in e-commerce Websites. Many 
benefits have been realized in Website design (LaBarre, 
2006) as well in the organization and navigation of Website 
information. Facets help users navigate through Web 
information easily (Hearst, 2008). Facets partition the 
information and provide alternative views (Zhang & 
Marchionini, 2005) to users who require quick access to the 
information. Research has shown that the implementation 
of facets in Website information retrieval is beneficial to 
Web searchers especially to those who are unfamiliar (Yee 
et al., 2003; Kules, Kustanowitz & Shneiderman, 2006; 
Capra et al., 2007) with the search topic. Facets provide a 
greater flexibility in navigating through the search results 
(Kules & Shneiderman, 2008).  

Web facets have similar properties to traditional facets in 
that they can present different aspects of the search topic 
ultimately guiding the searcher in alternate paths of 
discovery. Web facets are a relatively new concept and to 
the best of the author’s knowledge, there are no substantial 
studies that have addressed the benefits associated with 
Web facets within the SERP. 

The PDF sub- category 
is chosen  

Only the PDF files 
related to the 
search term 
“Lymphoma” are 
displayed. 

Google Web Facets 
displayed as a result of 
the “Lymphoma” 
search 

The Web Facet 
“Lymphoma Symptom” 
was chosen from Web 
facet list. 

Only “Lymphoma 
Symptoms” related 
results appear. 
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3.0 STUDY 
The goal of this exploratory study was to examine the 
design aspects of Web facets in the SERP of two search 
engines: Exalead and Excite. The relationship between 
design and user perception in determining Web facet ease 
of use is explored. In the first component of the study, an 
expert inspection of the various design aspects of the search 
result pages of Exalead and Excite was conducted. The 
aspects examined were: perceptual, learning, organizational 
and social.  In the second part of the study, an experiment 
was performed using five subjects.  These subjects 
conducted two searches using Exalead and Excite. The five 
subjects completed a questionnaire and the results were 
analyzed.   

4.0 CONCLUSION 
Data from an earlier study (Milonas, 2010) was examined 
and the results of the t-test analysis showed that study 
participants who used Web facets in the Exalead search 
result page found these Web facets easier to use than those 
found in the Excite search result page.  It was the belief of 
the researcher that the design of Web facets contributes to 
the ease of use of the Web facet.  A study was conducted in 
which expert inspection and usability evaluations were used 
to examine design aspects in the search result pages of 
Exalead and Excite.  The results from the expert inspection 
showed that both the Exalead and the Excite search engines 
utilize many aspects of design including perceptual, 
learning, organizational and social.  The results from the 
usability evaluation conducted showed similar findings. 
The results of these two investigations showed that both 
search engines employed a full range of the design aspects 
and that the Exalead search engine did not incorporate 
significantly more design aspects than the Excite search 
engine. As a result, contrary to the researcher’s belief and 
based on the results of this study, the design of Web facets 
within the search result page is not a contributory factor to 
the ease of use of the Web facets.  The small number of 
participants who participated in this study may have had an 
impact on the outcome of the study.  A future study will be 
conducted with a larger group of participants and the results 
from the two studies will be compared to determine if 
design aspects contribute to ease of use of Web facets.  In 
addition, further investigation into other factors that may 
play a role in the ease of use of Web facets will be 
conducted.  One such factor is the meaningfulness of Web 
facet terms used in the Exalead search result page.  A future 
study will also be conducted to explore the concept of term 
meaning as a possible contributory factor. 
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