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Background

• University of 
Houston libraries 
redesigned 
website in 2010

• Implemented new 
tabbed search 
interface

• Transaction log 
was added to the 
search interface in 
2011
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Search Tabs
Serials Solutions’ 
Summon

SerialsSolutions’ 
A to Z List

Homegrown 
Database List

Innovative’s
OPAC

SpringShare’s
CampusGuides

Google 
Site Search
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What is a transaction log?
• A record of user interactions with a system
• We recorded

– Search Terms
– Tab used
– SessionID
– Date and Time
– On or Off campus 
– Unique ID for the search
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Transaction log
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How does it work?
1. User searches for Stone circles in the OneSearch tab

2. A URL is generated 
http://info.edu/search?q=stone+circles&tab=onesearch

3. Code writes “q” and “tab” information  into a database

4. Code generates and sends user to vendor URL 
http://summon.com/search?s.q.=stone+circles

SearchID q tab

546546 Stone circles onesearch
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The Transaction Log Team
• Beth German – Web Services Coordinator 
• Kelsey Brett – Resource Discovery Systems Fellow 
• Frederick Young – System Analyst 3
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Methodology: Defining Tabs

OneSearch

Broad range of searches for users with varying levels of search skill and 
for items that are owned, licensed, or free.

• Exploratory searches
• Known items with different elements of bibliographic 

information (numbers, titles, authors)
• Discovery of all types of library material (articles, spec coll, 

books)

e-Journals To find a known full text journal 

Databases To find a known database

Catalog
Broad range of searches for users with skills and for items owned by the 
library

Research Guides
To find a guide to resources related to a subject or a course

Site Search
To find information about the library, services, and events
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Methodology: Coding
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Methodology: Coding Key
Field How to code
Numbers Label with {ISBN, Call #, ISSN, OCLC, DOI, Standard, Course #}

Citation Citation: 3 or more elements; Mark with x

Author/Title
Combo

Mark with x

Title Label with {Journal, Article, Book, Conference Proceeding, Musical Work, Art 
Piece, Presentation, Scripts}

Tab Jumping User moved from one tab to another with minimal modifications; Mark with x; 
Do not mark original search as tab jumping 

Name Label with {Person, Organization, Test, Geographic Location, Database}

Known/Unknown 
Item Search

Label with {KI, UI}
Known Items: When the query indicates a clear intent on the user's part to 
locate a specific item

Library Information For things such as Hours or a service or research guide; Mark with x

Tab Inappropriate Mark with x if search functionality is not optimized for search terms
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Analysis: Tab Usage
Tab Total Total % Sample Sample %

Catalog 54856 11.307741 421 9.78159851

Databases 39068 8.05328177 313 7.27230483

e-Journals 52529 10.8280649 431 10.0139405

OneSearch 320769 66.1217145 3023 70.2369888

Research
Guides

11753 2.42270453 75 1.74256506

Site Search 3732 0.76929578 26 0.60408922

Totals 485119 4304
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Analysis: Coding Results
Coded As Instances %

Unknown Items 1858 57

Known Items 2446 43

Marked Citation and Title: Article 47 1

Title: Article 441 10.2

Marked Citation and Title: Book 68 1.6

Title: Book 505 11.7

Name: Database 183 4.3

Title: Journal 384 8.9
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Analysis: Tab Inappropriateness
Tab # Inappropriate # Total Tab 

Searches
% Inappropriate

Catalog 24 421 5.7

E-Journals 123 431 28.5

Databases 125 313 39.9

Research Guides 22 75 29.3

Site Search 12 26 46.1



UNIVERSITY of HOUSTON | LIBRARIES

Findings: Coding to User Tasks 
Coded As % Identified User Task

Unknown Items 57 User task could not be identified

Known Items 43 I need to find a particular item

Marked Citation and Title: Article 1 I’m looking for an article and I have some 
citation information

Title: Article 10.2 I’m looking for an article and I have the title

Marked Citation and Title: Book 1.6 I’m looking for a book and I have some citation 
information

Title: Book 11.7 I’m looking for a book and I have the title

Name: Database 4.3 I’m looking for a particular database 

Title: Journal 8.9 I’m looking for a particular Journal
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Findings: Tasks v. Tab Appropriateness
Tasks OneSearch Catalog e-Journals Database Research

Guides
Site Search

User task could not be identified 1865 207 153 157 34 20

I need to find a particular item 1158 214 278 156 41 6

I’m looking for an article and I 
have some citation information

47 0 0 0 0 0

I’m looking for an article and I 
have the title

412 3 14 10 2 0

I’m looking for a book and I have 
some citation information

60 8 0 0 0 0

I’m looking for a book and I have 
the title

375 117 4 9 0 0

I’m looking for a particular 
database

45 4 11 115 4 4

I’m looking for a particular 
Journal

107 29 237 10 0 1
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Findings 
• When users know what they are looking for they 

typically choose an appropriate tab

– Example: Users are searching for journal titles and 
database names more in the appropriate tab than in 
OneSearch

• Users are using the catalog tab appropriately

• Research Guides and Site Search are not widely used

• Unknown item searching is common
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Implementing Change
• Team is (currently) writing a report with findings 

and recommendations

– Example recommendation: 

• Simple: Change e-journals to “E-journal Title”

• Complex: Combine OneSearch and Databases tabs

• Sharing information with stakeholders 

• Future user studies 
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Elizabeth German – emgerman@uh.edu
Kelsey Brett – krbrett@uh.edu

Thank You!
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