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Before we could establish a vision for Cerkl’s newsletter moving forward, we 
needed to gain more knowledge about the news industry and it multiple channels 
it people access it from. Specifically new methods of allowing a user to personalize 
their news being sent to him, making it relevant and interesting every time. We 
did this by conducting in-depth interviews and using eye tracking software. 
Comparing the verbal responses to the initial eye movement when landing on 
a newsletter. It allowed us to organize the data in a linear way as we looked for 
patterns and trends throughout the process.

 Because we realize that we live in a society where people often read the 
news sparingly with the little free time they may have. Making us understand that 
the content and accessibility are vital to the survival of Cerkl that relies on interest 
and interactivity. We found the best way to further user experiences and improve 
key performing indicators such as click through rate was to place an emphasis 
on aesthetics. Specifically, layout redesign and how positioning particular articles 
would result in users reading and interacting with more articles. Using eye tracking 
software to capture people’s initial eye path on screen, giving us a glimpse inside 
their personality so we can tailor Cerkl to their liking.

 Throughout our process we looked at ways a newsletter is perceived 
among different groups of people. Identifying the need to make it mobile for 
millennials and tailoring our efforts to make the newsletter personal for all who 
subscribe to Cerkl. In the end, our vision is educate those on the value of Cerkl its 
potential effect it can have on a university. While giving them a glimpse into what 
the future holds as far as customizing the news sent your inbox. Ultimately, giving 
them a new perspective on newsletters as we integrate the use of technology to 
deliver our message.  

FINAL REPORT
CERKL

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A brief description of the final report
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RESEARCH & TESTING
A brief description of what we did

We conducted multiple types of tests including a heuristic analysis, in-depth 
Interviews, and used eye tracking software to further our knowledge on Cerkl.

   • Heuristic Analysis: The main objective of the heuristic analysis was to come 
together as a group and talk about the initial issues we had with the feel and user 
interface. We used a combination of Forrester and other best practices websites 
to create category’s we were able to score 1-5, to determine what the problems 
were and how they affected how the customer navigates the site. The results of this 
analysis showed a need for improvement in aesthetics and navigation.

   • In-depth Interviews: We conducted In-depth interviews with various Miami 
Alumni and current Miami newsletter readers to gain a further understanding 
about how newsletters are and could be integrated into their daily life. The 
overwhelming response was the lack of relevant information to the user needed to 
establish a long term relationship with a particular newsletter.

- Leading us to curate new ways of allowing the user 
to select and customize the topics they want in their 
newsletter. Conducting In-depth interviews expanded 
our scope from just analyzing content to brainstorming 
different ways content can be displayed or worded to 
receive maximum visibility from users.  

   • Eye tracking Software: We conducted interviews with individuals and 
captured their eye movements simultaneously as we walked them throughout a 
simulation of the Cerkl platform. We calibrated their eyes asked them to perform 
a series of tasks so we could go back later an analyze their responses along 
with their eye tracking data. This gave us unbiased insight into their initial visual 
processing approach and identified navigability flaws that would hinder a new 
user from achieving the full cerkl experience. 
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- The results of our eye tracking lead us to formulate new 
ways articles could be displayed, such as being displayed 
in a single row as opposed to side by side to increase the 
likelihood to user clicks on it instead of skipping over it.

   • Issue 1: Customization 

Problem: Cerkl’s unique value proposition is the ability to customize your news 
feed by topics, people, sports and events. Although, the process in which you set 
up your preferences is confusing to those who are new and unfamiliar with how 
the Cerkl platform works.

Recommendation: It begins with simplifying the process of adding new topics to 
your favorite list. Separating them from call to actions because users get distracted 
once they see a call to action, especially if completely irrelevant to adding new 
topics to your cerkl newsletter. 
 
Additionally, using pop ups to indicate when someone has been followed. 
Grabbing the readers attention right away, prompting an action and allowing the 
user to decide how far they want to proceed in further customization. Its important 
to understand time of the essence and users need to be able to update their 
preferences with one click. 

   • Issue 1: Navigability  
 
Problem: The current layout presents you with a lot of information, making many 
users skim and sift through all the article titles. Only picking out the ones that 
interest them and disregard the rest. 

ISSUES, PROBLEMS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
We found 2 main issues
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Recommendation: Display each article as its own, as in our interviews user found 
them reading onto the next articles description and not realizing it was different. 
Possible ideas include using a carousel code tool to have the articles with titles 
displayed for 4 seconds and switch on a timer. Highlighting each article so its not 
competing against potentially more attractive titles and descriptions.
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What we did?
A brief description of the tests we ran

We ran multiple students from mulitple disciplinary backgrounds and years 
through many different formats of the Cerkl newsletter. When we first started our 
research, there was only one version available from Brown University which is now 
outdated. After getting access to the newer format, we ran a few students in depth 
and then ran “rapid fire” sessions just to see where the majoritiy of people initially 
looked on the pages.

What we found?
Below is what our users said or did

1. The adding of people using the People In This Issue section proved to be con-
fusing. Users were unsure what resulted from clicking a new person because the small 
green box indicating that the user was added is too small/not visible enough. Users 
were confused as to why they were being taken to a new page after selecting a new 
person.

EYE TRACKING ANALYSIS
CERKL
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A suggestion would be to have a small tooltip popup indicating that the new per-
son was added, as opposed to taking the user to a new page. Another suggestion 
would be a change of color of the hyperlink indicating the new person was added.

2. Articles are difficult to read when they are side-by-side because the eye 
follows the writing along to the next article naturally.
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4. The blue buttons were often hard to navigate through, hard to look at, or too 
cluttered. It was hard to know the separation between the two buttons, because the 
large personalization button looks to be a part of the article. Also, the “<1 min read” but-
ton was not utilized by the users; either because they did not understand what it meant 
or did not see it. 
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5. This section of the email allows the user to save time and skip navigating 
through other pages to personalize their newsletter. It provides a variety of key-
words that link to more articles about that topic. Although, it’s often time skipped over 
because how it looks attatched to the “Sponser this newsletter” where a call-to-action 
is used which immediately draws the reader’s eye. Understanding the function of the 
New Topics section was also an issue in itself. The users were unsure if the section was 
intended to save the topics in order to load at a different time or this was the place to 
actually make changes to somebody’s own newsletter preferences. Several users did 
not like the aspect of the adding new topics, citing that they were bunched, too small 
to read, and hard to click on when needed. We suggest having less options or mak-
ing the categories more concise.

6. The change my settings link was difficult to find for our users. When asked to 
access settings, users used different links and were not able to complete the task. 
Most users said that the link “blended in” with the surrounding literature.
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What it means?
A brief description of our suggestions 

After talking with our users, we found that most of the main issues revolved around 
changing settings when not on the settings page. They struggled when we gave 
them a task revolving changing settings as well as verifying if they had completed 
the task at hand. Other issues generally fell under the “layout” category. Below are 
some changes that can help alleviate the issues.

- Make something happen on the page when someone wants to add an interest or 
a person to their preferences. Options could include: tooltip that shows up say-
ing “success!” above link, change the color of the link, have an animated SVG of a 
checkmark indicating that they have added something.

- Change the opening image of newsletter from the guy on his phone to a large 
image of the biggest article in that issue. It is too big to just be a redirect to the 
Cerkl website. 

- Avoid splitting articles into multiple vertical columns side by side. It is hard for the 
readers to navigate and they naturally do not follow the flow of the writing. 

- Do not have more than one “Sponser this newsletter” buttons. It is way too in your 
face and often takes up more space than an article. Also, consider making it small-
er and moving it to the bottom section.
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What is an RTA?

After running eye tracking with users, we ran them through a process called 
Retrospective Thinking Aloud (RTA). The process is intended to give users a chance 
to explain their thought process of why they did the things that they did during eye 
tracking. This proves effective because the users were not talking when doing the 
eye tracking to make the process as close to a real situation as possible.

Tasks
Below is what our users said or did when geven a task

What if there weren’t any stories that interested you in this issue? What would your 
next approach be? Let me watch what you would do.

• Cole did not see the change your settings button.
• Unsure about the topics in this issue section
 - Having the topics add instantaneously would be a good idea and not shifting to  
 a new page each time.

 - Cole was confused whether the “topics” section allowed you to save specific
 stories or actually personalize the account

 - The bunched hyperlinks looked confusing an uninviting

EYE TRACKING RTA DATA
CERKL
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 - Juanita suggested that there be a specific page link on the newsletter to  
get to different topics
 
 - Cole suggested a “follow” button to connect with other people. EX:
 connect/follow Tarek and his top stories, making the site more social and 
 connected to other peers/ users.

• Juanita was unable to easily add new topics. She was unable to find the button; 
she said the button blends into the page too much.

Find a way to change the frequency and time of when you receive this email. 
How would you go about this?

• Make the personalization button more visible. Right now, users were not able 
to find it because it shared similar styles with other buttons around it.

Imagine there was a topic that you really enjoyed being covered. How would 
you prioritize this topic for future newsletters? What is the status of this topic 
after you have done something to it?

• People did not see the green box which signified that the topic was added to 
their preferences.

 - Confused why they was seeing the frequency setting after adding new   
 topic. (On the settings page)

 -  Suggested seeing a sample of the articles that would be related to his  
  new interest addition.

 - Did not know the status of whether or not they added a new interest.

 - Wanted to see a page with articles, not settings.
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WHAT WE DID
A brief description of the people we talked to

We talked with current Miami newsletter readers as well as Alumni who would 
be interested in reading something like it, but do not currently read the Miami 
newsletter. We asked them questions regarding what they want and expect in a 
newsletter as well as their preferences when reading it.

WHAT WE FOUND?
Below is what our users said

1. Alumni enjoy being able to see the current state of Miami and be able to 
relate about their times when they went here. A lot of times, they are reading the 
newsletter to stay connected to things they were familiar with at the university.

2. Having content just to fill a page is not desireable. Users would rather have a 
shorter newsletter that has important info than have it filled with articles just to 
fill space.

IN DEPTH INTERVIEWS ANALYSIS
CERKL
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3. Alumni will be more involved in reading if they have people they know (general-
ly children) who are attending the university. Right now, the newsletter helps to act 
as parent’s way to indirectly stay involved with their children and what is going on 
around them.

4. Graphics are more desireable than words when available. 

5. Have a short summary for non important issues. The opposite is also true. If 
there is an important issue on campus, users prefer having a longer article. Con-
tent determines the length of articles. 

6. Have a way for readers to interact with other readers about articles they both en-
joyed. Users demonstrated an interest for being able to share the specific articles 
with other people as well as be able to see who else liked similar articles as them.

7. Different people have different ways they want their content presented, but be-
ing able to personalize is key. Cerkl does a pretty good job of this already, but it is 
important to note that all users found this essential.

8. People often read the newsletter for relaxation and do not want to have to sift 
through articles in order to find something of interes
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WHAT IT MEANS?
A brief description of our suggestions 

For the Alumni we talked to, reading the newsletter is supposed to be a relaxing 
and enjoyable experience that allows people to stay connected with the school 
they graduated from. Being able to share the articles with friends and family is 
something that users found desirable. There should be a clear distinction between 
important articles and “fun reads”. Fun reads should be accompanied by more 
visuals and less blocks of text while important articles should be able to be read in 
depth. Below are some possible new features that can act as solutions to some of 
the above problems.

   • Be able to stay up to date with articles that are relevant to the era that they  
attended the university. For example, if the dorm that they lived in freshman year 
is getting torn down or renovated, users would like to know that and be able to 
feel nostalgic. The same thing goes if there are any updates to traditions, new/old 
fraterneties & sororities getting added or removed from campus, etc. Users said 
that a main reason they read the newsletter is an indirect serach for nostalgia. 

   • Get articles tailored towards what your child is involved in. Be able to select 
clubs, organizations, majors/minors to get news from.
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IN DEPTH INTERVIEWS
CERKL

JOHN WOOD
Miami University Alumni/Newsletter Reader

Tell me about the last time you read the Miami newsletter.

I read the Miami newsletter last week regarding the the presidential selection pro-
cess going on across campus. 

What do you find interesting & enjoyable in the Miami newsletter?

I find the current events of Miami university interesting as I graduated in 1980, I like 
to see the current state of Miami, it allows me to look back and remember my best 
memories when I went here

What do you not find enjoyable in the newsletter?

I find the newsletter annoying when I can tell there is content filler within the arti-
cles. I think miami is a great place to further your education and I don’t like when 
I know when things are worded to appease donors and alumni. The truth is more 
important to me.

What do you think will make you check it (Miami newsletter) more 
often?

My daughter graduated last year and my son is currently enrolled, I read the news-
letter very often now as I want to have my hands on the pulse where I am investing 
thousands of dollars in my kids college education. 

Are there any features that you really like/dislike in a newsletter 
such as sections, interactive tools…?

I love when graphics are able to take place of the words and tell a story. I think its 
important to be able to visualize what the article is trying to convey. 
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Content speaking, do you prefer a short summary or a deep content 
article? 

I prefer a short summary for headlines that don’t require a deep read. Deep con-
tent is crucial when huge issues are being addressed. I believe its a newsletter job 
when each length of content is appropriate 

What do you think is the best approach that the newsletter should 
have to interact with Miami University alumni?

I believe they need to draw their alumni back to campus, give them a reason to 
come support their alma mater. 

Are there any specific reasons why you are not more involved with 
the newsletter?

I am a spectator who likes to watch Miami grow as a higher education institution. 
But I have no desire to be involved with the newsletter

Please describe what you would like to improve in the current news-
letter.

Humanize the content being published so readers can interact together. Try a find 
a way to create conversation  amount newsletters in order to improve the visibility 
of the content to newsletter readers who are active readers anymore. 
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ANDREA JAY
Not A Miami Newsletter Reader

Do you read any type of newsletter throughout the week? How often?

I work in an industry that requires me to up date on advertising trends, So I read into 
companies and current events often. 

If not, how do you like to get your news? Would you find it beneficial to 
have a personalized newsletter emailed to you?

I love the newspaper, It allows me to read a variety of sections that cover all my inter-
ests. I would to personalize my own newsletter if I didn’t lose quality of content.

If so, what do you find interesting in the newsletter?

I find newsletters interesting when they challenge the norm, produce content that 
provokes deep thought into the message it’s trying to send. I love getting deep in 
thought over the articles and newsletters I read.

What do you think will make you check the newsletter more often?

If the content was personalized to me so I know I’ll be interested in reading it before 
ever opening a page.

Are there any features that you really like in a newsletter such as sec-
tions, interactive tools…?

Working in the ad industry, interactive tools are becoming important to draw a variety 
of audiences. Technology is changing and millennials are becoming more depen-
dent on mobile than ever. It’s important to adapt to the current trends. 
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Are there any specific reasons why you are not more involved with 
the newsletter?

I have a full time job, So I just use reading the news as relaxing. I want to be in-
formed but I have no desire to curate the content being published. 

Please describe what you would like to improve in the current news-
letter.

I want to be able to interact with my friends around the content I see and read. I 
want to land on this newsletter and be satisfied overtime I read. Personalization is 
key. 

Content speaking, do you prefer a short summarize or a deep con-
tent article? 

I prefer deep content article So i can analyze and understand fully what the author 
is trying to say. Persownally, I am one who wants to know everything about some-
thing and deep content allows me to deep dive into asking thought provoking 
questions based upon what I read.
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Samantha Amato
Miami University Alumni

Do you read any type of newsletter, if so, how often?

No, maybe a few times a month.

If not, how do you like to get your news? Would you find it beneficial 
to have a personalized newsletter emailed to you?

I usually get my news through social media outlets such as Facebook, Instagram, 
Twitter, unless I sign up for newsletters through certain websites or stores and 
those are send via email. I would find it beneficial to have a personalized news-
letter emailed to me because then I would only been reading about topics I am 
interested in reading about.

At first glance, what do you find enjoyable in this Cerkl newsletter?

In this specific newsletter I like the video section because I feel sometimes if you 
don’t have the energy to read, watching a video is interactive and less effort but 
you are still getting information out of the article within the video. I personally 
enjoy looking at photos with short captions that summaries what I may be reading 
about in the article if I want to know more.

What do you think will make you check the newsletter more often?

If I have a designated time to do so; make it part of my daily routine. I would need 
to find a newsletter that has information I am very interested in to feel like I need 
to be informed each day about what may be on this newsletter. Also maybe if it is 
a newsletter that I know a lot of other people are reading and will be talking about 
as well. 

Are there any features that you really like/dislike in a newsletter 
such as sections, interactive tools…?

Videos, main facts (bullet points – easy to read formats), pictures, maybe quotes 
from important people or opinions from people about the news presented.
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Content speaking, do you prefer a short summary or a deep content 
article? 

Shorter summaries. 

Are there any specific reasons why you are not more involved with 
the Miami newsletter?

Time. Hard to find time to sit down and read newsletters. It makes it a little easier 
when they are accessible online.

Please describe what you would like to improve in the current news-
letter.

I think the order of the top stories on this main page should be rearranged. May-
be start with campus news and top stories rather than football. Unless the person 
reading this was most interested in football and that’s what they would want to 
show up first. But for a broad group main news should maybe start and then get 
into more specific topics such as football and videos. I like the video section and I 
think having two or three of these top stories on video shows and a link to watch 
more videos if the reader is interested.

Also just looking at this newsletter on face level, just scanning it is hard to tell 
where it is from. Who is the writer/creator of this newsletter? Maybe put Brown Uni-
versity personalized newsletter at the top. Is the information coming from multiple 
sources depending on what each reader is interested in? and how is it sorting what 
is more important (placed on the top of the page) rather than at the bottom.  

I like the social media links for easy follows if people would rather get there infor-
mation via those other outlets. I also enjoy the pictures, links, and short summaries.
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Cody Charvat
Miami University Alumni

Do you read any type of newsletter, if so, how often?

I currently do not.

If not, how do you like to get your news? Would you find it beneficial 
to have a personalized newsletter emailed to you?

Currently I get my news from social media. I follow or get alerts from specific news 
outlets that have information that is relevant and interesting to me. I think a per-
sonalized newsletter would be beneficial to me depending on how well I could 
customize it to my wants.

What do you think will make you check a newsletter more often?

Information that interests and is relevant to me on a consistent basis.

Are there any features that you really like/dislike in a newsletter 
such as sections, interactive tools…?

Any feature that provides information in an efficient way is fine by me. I also would 
like trivia sections, tip of the day or week, and humor columns.

Content speaking, do you prefer a short summary or a deep content 
article? 

It really depends on the topic and how interesting it is to me. In a newsletter I think 
I would prefer more short summaries, and then could further look into whatever I 
found more interesting. Basically I would prefer more short summaries over less 
deep content articles.
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Are there any specific reasons why you are not more involved with 
the Miami newsletter?

I am currently content with checking social media or other news outlets on the 
Internet to stay up to date. It is fast and convenient, and I have customized where I 
get my news from over the years.

Please describe what you would like to improve in the current news-
letter.

I think it would be cool if there was a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” option for 
each article. Then you could potentially see where the most interest is usually com-
ing from or what topics to engage more into.


