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The fast changes in media technology fostered a shift from print to online newspapers, chal-
lenging digital journalism to address new issues such as usability and user experience. Because
of the rapid expansion of online news websites, usability has not been a concern. Few studies
exist that address the usability of online newspaper websites. The objective of this work is to
analyze the usability of Romanian online newspapers. The task-based evaluation approach fo-
cused on typical tasks, aiming to identify typical usability problems. The evaluation results
showed a messy organization of the webpage, disorganized placement of advertising, poor user
guidance, prevalence of pages requiring intense scrolling, and increased cognitive load for the
user. Online newspapers are designed with commercial interests in mind, and the use of adver-
tising often neglects even the focus on delivering good quality news, not to mention a good
reader experience. Usability is not a priority in Romanian online newspapers.
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Introduction

The rapid changes in media technology
fostered the shift from print to online newspa-
pers. Publishing online versions of traditional
newspapers is not as straightforward as it may
look. Digital journalism is a new profession
that requires, apart from specific journalism
expertise, a reorientation in how it connects
with its readers [1], [2], [3], [4] and, last but
not least, the addressing of new issues such as
usability and user experience.
The expansion of online newspapers has been
driven by the desire to increase the benefits
brought by advertising. The screen space of
online newspapers is a critical resource for
both publishers and advertisers, especially on
the front page. Several authors have shown
that this pursuit of commercial gain poses a
potential threat to usability [5], [6], [7].
Several advertising techniques are used today
in news websites, among which many authors
distinguish between display ads and native
ads. While display ads are placed in a clearly
separated area, such as a banner or side col-
umn, native ads are interwoven with the edi-
torial content.
Adpvertisers prefer native ads, leading to a con-
vergence between editorial and commercial
content, thus getting higher-rate clicks. On the

other hand, native ads are more deceptive to
readers, which may undermine website trust-
worthiness [8].

Existing literature shows that relatively few
papers analyze the usability of online newspa-
pers, and only one analyzes the usability of
Romanian online news websites [9]. This re-
search aims to fill this gap by examining the
usability of Romanian online newspapers'
websites using a sample of 12 central online
newspapers.

The main objective of this work is to identify
typical usability problems that are frequently
encountered. The following section presents
related work regarding the usability of online
newspapers. Next, the methodology is out-
lined, followed by the evaluation results and
discussion.

2 Related work

While the literature on the usability of online
newspapers is scarce, several studies on native
advertising exist that discuss the way native
advertising is perceived by the readers. How-
ever, this is rarely a research focus.

Airbarg and Schwartz [8] analyzed the rela-
tionship between clicks, brand recognition,
and website trustworthiness in the context of



Informatica Economica vol. 30, no. 1/2026

native advertising. They noticed that advertis-
ers look for more clicks for brand recognition,
while publishers look for controlling clicks to
maintain website trustworthiness. Their re-
sults show that native ads disclosure may lead
to better brand recognition without a signifi-
cant loss in click-through rates. They con-
clude that respecting the requirements of the
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) in the U.S. to
clearly disclose native ads to avoid confusing
consumers may be the best trade-off.

The study of Howe and Teufel [10] investi-
gated the relationship between advertising
format and credibility judgments on news
websites. Contrary to the findings of other
studies, their results show that there was no
significant influence of advertising format on
website credibility perception. Another find-
ing was the difference in perception of credi-
bility between older and younger participants.
Older participants' judgment of the website
was not influenced by the advertising format.
Another study, carried out by Windels and Por-
ter [11], investigated the speed and effectiveness
of recognizing native ads and banner ads on a
news website. They highlighted the ongoing
tensions between news and advertising that put
journalists under commercial pressure. The re-
sults of the study show that banner ads gained
more visual attention and were more frequently
recognized, although native ads were more
quickly noticed by readers. They also found that
native ads are deceiving readers.

Recently, the study of Ferrer-Conill et al. [12]
investigated the visual boundaries in journalism
in the context of native advertising that merges
editorial and commercial content. They found
that this content convergence led to a negotia-
tion in which, as the authors said, “native ads
use coinciding objects to camouflage ads as
much as possible and disclose objects only to
a minimal extent” (pp.82). They mentioned as
coinciding objects, the lead paragraph, font
size and colour, background colour, images,
and pull quotes, and as disclosure objects, the
advertiser name, logo, banners, labels, and
borders.

Early approaches to usability evaluation of
online newspapers focused on interactivity as-
pects, finding information on the website,
page length, and navigation.

The study of Diericks and Linden [1] analyzed
the fact-checking technologies and activities
from a user needs perspective. The results
highlighted several limitations of the tools and
the need for a manual overview.

Keney et al. [13] employed communication
models to explain how online newspapers are
different from print newspapers, highlighting
the fact that the receiver is an active partici-
pant who seeks and selects information rather
than receiving it. They also noted that users
have a complexity of choices, including the
choice of language and the choice of finding
information (links, search engines).

The study of De Waal et al. [14] highlighted
several differences between print and online
newspapers, finding that while the former pro-
vide a display function, targeting people with
an interest in a given topic, the latter serve
more as a research function.

An early study on finding information in an
online newspaper compared scrolling with hy-
perlinks and found that scrolling on deeper
hyperlink levels takes more time and should
be avoided [15].

Another early usability study [16] employed
heuristic evaluation by replacing heuristics
with 18 guidelines grouped into three catego-
ries: graphics, general layout, and navigation.
The method has been used to comparatively
analyze five electronic newspapers in order to
detect potential usability problems.

Although advertising brings money to the
website, it is not beloved by users. Rohrer &
Boyd [6] and Nielsen [17] analyzed online ad-
vertising techniques and noticed that few de-
velopers pay attention to how users perceive
the advertising. Although advertising is a “de-
sign constraint”, both studies mentioned as
bad advertising techniques the lack of a close
button, blinking, and pop-ups, as well as ads
that occupy large areas on the screen, or float
across the screen, covering what the user
wants to see. In a similar vein, Lu et al. [5]
recommended avoiding horizontal scrolling,
giving less space for ads, and placing the
search button prominently.

Several studies reported on the usability eval-
uation of online newspapers by using various
methods and criteria.
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Chung [2] employed factor analysis to iden-
tify interactive features on online newspapers
using a sample of 452 observations. She iden-
tified four interactive features: medium (more
control and choice options), medium-human
(customize news on their linking), human-me-
dium (personal opinions), and human (inter-
personal communication). She found that only
the first two features are most used, so provid-
ers may not implement all four interactive fea-
tures. De Mayer and Holton [3] analyzed the
relationship between links and the metajour-
nalistic discourse by highlighting the good
and the bad of hypertext links and discussing
the tensions between guidance and autonomy
and between concision and depth. One bad
thing they mentioned was the potential to dis-
tract users by seeing the link itself, which is a
cognitive load, apart from losing concentra-
tion by leaving the webpage.

The study of Zwinger et al. [18] examined the
use of infographics in online newspapers and
found that readers perceive them as creative,
provided that they are not complicated or con-
fusing.

Based on eye-tracking analysis, the usability
studies of Nebeling et al. [19] and Jeong &
Jung Han [20] examined screen area usage in
online newspapers, identifying several bad
practices of wasting space on the front page.
Gibbs and Bernas [21] show that on a new
page, attention focuses on the upper part of the
page, which gives navigation cues and helps
orientation. Also, since text link groupings di-
rect the visual attention, they should be placed
consistently across the website.

The study of Katsanos et al. [22] investigated
website navigability by focusing on the link
scent. They analyzed the influence of the in-
formation scent quality on the distribution of
attention, confidence in their choice, effec-
tiveness, and efficiency. Their results show
that webpages with high-scent links lead to a
better success rate on the first click, faster se-
lection, and less distraction.

Zhou et al. [23] analyzed the affordances and
sense-making for print newspaper readers.
They identified several shortcomings of
online media compared to print newspapers,
such as difficulty perceiving an article as a

whole (where information begins and ends),
retrievability, and issues of truthworthiness.
In a study analyzing the usability of Malay-
sian online newspapers, Abdullah and Wei
[24] used four usability criteria: user interface
design, content & organization, navigation,
and performance & effectiveness. A user-
based approach was used with a sample of 80
participants who rated each journal. Then the
answers were mapped onto a five-point scale
(bad, poor, moderate, good, and excellent).
Overall, the study reported good usability.
Based on a factor analysis, Jiang et al. [25]
found three key factors influencing the user
experience: usability, visual presentation,
navigation, and readability.

The adoption model proposed by Arany &
Schaik for news websites [26] includes three
components of user experience: pragmatic,
emotional, and hedonic. They found that both
pragmatic and hedonic qualities predict user
experience outcomes such as satisfaction and
intention to use.

3 Method

3.1 Usability evaluation

As a software product attribute, usability has
been defined as the capability to be under-
stood, learned, used, and liked by users when
used under specified conditions [27].

From the perspective of quality in use, it has
been defined as the degree to which specified
users accomplish their goals with effective-
ness, efficacy, and satisfaction in a specified
context of use [28].

Usability evaluation methods aim to find and
explain the difficulties a user has (or might
have) in performing a task with a computer
system. Several methods for usability evalua-
tion exist, which are grouped into two broad
categories: empirical methods and inspection
methods, or, more simply, methods with or
without users [29].

Inspection methods use design knowledge,
such as ergonomic criteria, usability heuris-
tics, and usability guidelines. Usability heuris-
tics are widely recognized principles for eval-
uating usability [30], [31].

The severity of usability problems depends on
the impact, persistence, and frequency [30].
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Several severity scales exist, ranging from
cosmetic usability problems to catastrophic
[32]. In this study, severity is assessed on a
three-point scale (major, moderate, and mi-
nor).

Usability heuristics incorporate valuable de-
sign knowledge that is useful to both design-
ers and evaluators. No matter the method used
(e.g., user testing or inspection), the heuristics
are a useful aid for explaining and document-
ing usability problems.

3.2 Evaluation approach

In this study, an inspection method was used

that tests the user interface in a task-based ap-

proach, then analyzes and explains typical us-
ability problems using a small set of usability
heuristics, which are grouped according to

four general ergonomic criteria [33]:

e User guidance refers to prompting, feed-
back, clear information architecture, and
grouping/distinction.

e User effort refers to consistency, workload
(information density, legibility, and less
demands on the working memory), and
minimal actions.

e User control and freedom refer to flexibil-
ity, explicit user actions, and control.

e User support refers to compatibility with
the user, task guidance, error manage-
ment, and help.

Typical tasks for online news websites include

browsing the journal, searching for infor-

mation, reading an article, submitting per-
sonal opinions and comments, and contacting

a newspaper editor.

Typical usability problems in online newspa-

pers are sets of problems, usually violating

more than one usability heuristic, that occur
when performing these typical tasks.

3.3 Procedure

The online news websites were evaluated in a

task-based approach. For each website, three

tasks have been tested:

e Browsing the website.

e Searching for a name (public person,
sportsman, journalist, etc.).

e Reading an article.

The first step was to collect typical usability

problems for each task and website. Then, the
resulting lists for each website were merged,
retaining only unique typical problems, their
severity, and the number of occurrences. The
last step involved examining all lists to retain
unique typical usability problems, which were
explained using the aforementioned usability
heuristics.

3.4 Sample

The sample includes 12 online newspapers in
Bucharest. The newspapers were included
based on the SCIMedia rankings website at
https://www.scimagomedia.com/rank-
ings.php/ and on some national rankings.

Table 1. Online newspaper websites

1 |Adevarul |https://adevarul.ro/

2 |HotNews |https://hotnews.ro/
Gazeta _

3 Sporturilor https://www.gsp.ro/
Jurnalul "

4 National https://jurnalul.ro/

5 |Gandul https://www.gandul.ro/

6 |Libertatea |https://www.libertatea.ro/
Romania ) .

7 Libera https://romanialibera.ro/

8 |Click https://click.ro/
Evenimen-

9 |tul https://evz.ro/
Zilei

10 Z}aml . https://zf.ro/
Financiar

11| Cotidianul |https://www.cotidianul.ro/
Curierul _ . .

12 National https://curierulnational.ro/

Most of them provide general news (Ade-
varul, Jurnalul National, Romania Libera,
Gandul, Libertatea, Evenimentul Zilei, Cu-
rierul National, Ziare.com, Cotidianul). The
other three newspapers are oriented to sports
(Gazeta Sporturilor), social life (Click), and
business & finance (Ziarul financiar). The
evaluation was conducted in November-De-
cember 2025.

4 Evaluation results
The evaluation started with the front page, by
examining the menus, navigation, page
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length, contact info, advertising techniques,
and space usage. Then the search facility was
tested. Three articles were read: the first one
from the front page, the second from a section,
and the third from the search results page.

4.1 Summary

Usability problems were classified as major
(not possible to accomplish the task goal or a
lot of time wasted), moderate (difficult to ac-
complish the task goal or time wasted), and
minor.

A summary is presented in Table 2, which
shows the number of typical usability prob-
lems for each website. The websites are
ranked by the number of major, moderate, and
minor typical usability problems.

Table 2. Summary by occurrence of typical
usability problems

Overall, from the total of 81 usability prob-
lems encountered in all websites, one major,
16 moderate, and 7 minor typical usability
problems have been identified. Next, the typi-
cal usability problems are explained, orga-
nized by severity and frequency. In parenthe-
ses is the number of websites having that
problem.

The occurrence of usability problems counts
the number of newspaper websites where they
have been found, not the number of occur-
rences on a given website, which is much
higher. In this respect, typical usability prob-
lems are typical since they occur frequently on
multiple pages of a newspaper website, as
well as on the web pages of other newspapers.
A summary of occurrences of typical usability
problems (number of websites with each usa-
bility problem) by ergonomic criteria is pre-
sented in Table 3.

Note that websites in Table 1 are ranked by
reputation following the SCIMedia rankings
in winter 2025. The Spearman correlation co-
efficient (r,= -0.26573, p (2-tailed) =
0.40383) shows no significant correlation be-
tween usability and reputation. This suggests
that websites with a good reputation and a
large audience are less interested in website
usability.

Newspaper | major | moderate | minor
1 |Cotidianul 0 2 0 Table 3. Summary by ergonomic criteria
Curierul Na- 1 Principle major | moderate | minor
2 tional 0 2 Guidance 0 8 1
3 |HotNews 0 3 2 Effort 0 40 22
4 |Click 0 3 3 Control & fre-
0 4 0
5 J}Jmalul Na- 1 4 1 dom
tional Support 3 1 2
6 Gazeta Spor- 0 4 5 Total 3 53 25
turilor Most of the moderate and minor typical usa-
7 |Gandul 0 5 2 bility problems (62) violate the principle of
8 |Libertatea 0 5 3 user effort, especially the cognitive load and
Romania minimal actions heuristics.
9 |7. 1 5 3
Libera
Evenimentul 4.2 Major and moderate typical usability
10 Zilei 0 6 1 problems
Ziarul Finan- No e-mail address as contact info (3)
1 ciar 0 7 2 This is a major usability problem for an online
12 | Adevarul 1 7 D) newspaper, violating the principle of user sup-
Total 3 53 25 port. Users are expecting at least an email ad-

dress to contact the journal. Ideally, each edi-
tor should provide one. From the point of view
of interactivity, it shows a persistence of the
transmission model of print newspapers.

Text broken by many ads (9)

This usability problem makes it difficult for
the user to concentrate on reading an article,
thus increasing cognitive workload. The user
wants to see the text at a glance and smoothly



10

Informatica Economica vol. 30, no. 1/2026

pass from one idea to another. Apart from dis-
tracting the user, it also wastes time with extra
clicks, thus violating the principle of minimal
actions.

One-page add after a link (8)

Another frequent usability problem is the dis-
play of a one-page ad after a link. This is dis-
turbing, irritating, and wastes time. The user
has to close the ad to reach the link target,
which violates the principle of minimal ac-
tions.

Heading disappears on scroll (6)

When the heading is no longer visible, the se-
lectable options are not shown to the user,
which violates the user guidance principle.
Also, the user needs to scroll to see the menu
below the heading, which is against the prin-
ciple of minimal actions.

Big banner below heading (4)

Displaying a big ad banner (1/3 of the screen)
below the heading is irritating, wastes space,
and leaves less room for the news. It makes
reading slower and requires a scroll to see
more news or article titles, which is against the
principle of minimal actions.

Search button without text box (4)

On several websites, the search text box is dis-
played after pressing the button, requiring an
extra click, against the principle of minimal
actions. In some cases, this is done on another
web page, wasting both space and time.
Animated ad (4)

The advertising itself is not beloved by users
who want to see news and read articles. A bad
advertising technique frequently encountered
in online newspapers is the animated ad,
which is even more distracting, making the
reading slower.

Big heading (3)

Some newspapers feature big headings (1/3
screen), making the text more difficult to read
and reducing information density. This vio-
lates both the principle of cognitive workload
and the principle of minimal actions by reduc-
ing the available space for news.

Big banner on top (2)

Displaying large ad banners (1/3 of the
screen) above the heading takes some extra
time, is irritating, and wastes space, leaving
less room for the news. In turn, this requires a

scroll to see more news or article titles, which
is against the principle of minimal actions. It
is also against user guidance, the top left area
being the first place where attention is fo-
cused.

Pop-up ad at bottom (2)

Some newspapers display a pop-up ad at the
bottom of the page. This is irritating and
wastes time, since it requires an extra click to
close it, against the principle of minimal ac-
tions. It is also boring, since it is usually the
same ad displayed again.

Big ad below the header on the search results
page (2)

Some newspapers display a pop-up ad at the
bottom of the page. This is irritating and
wastes time, since it requires more scrolling to
see the results, against the principle of mini-
mal actions.

Search results displayed inefficiently (2)
Some newspapers waste a lot of space on
search results by displaying either a big image
or useless information. This is irritating and
wastes time, requiring more scrolling to see
the results, against the principle of minimal
actions.

Big font size, difficult to read (2)

Font size is a text attribute influencing legibil-
ity and reading speed. Using a big font size re-
duces the readability, which is against the user
effort principle, and is also a waste of space.
Difficult to find search button (2)

The search button is an important feature on
all websites that should be prominent and
placed in a familiar place, usually the top right
area. Hiding the search button in a menu or
placing it at the bottom of the home page is
against user guidance principles.

Display mode changed after link (2)

Some newspapers feature two display modes:
day and night, which can be changed with a
button. However, the display mode is changed
after a link, which violates the principle of ex-
plicit user actions.

Link directs to other journal (2)

It is a common practice to include links to
news or articles from other newspapers, but
this should be clearly marked. Otherwise, the
user will feel lost and not understand why this
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happened. This violates the principle of ex-
plicit user actions.

Difficult to find contact info (1)

Minimal contact information that any newspa-
per should provide includes postal address,
name of the chief editor, and at least an email
address. It is usually placed either at the bot-
tom of the front page, but it should also be
reachable via search or a drop-down menu.
Otherwise, it requires extra navigation, testing
all possible links, which increases user effort.

4.3 Minor typical usability problems

Next, the minor typical usability problems are
explained.

Too big photos (8)

Using too big photos is a bad practice on many
websites. The difficulties this practice creates
are related to reducing the user's concentration
when reading an article, and overall making
reading more time-consuming, against the
cognitive load principle.

Inconsistent text format (6)

In some cases, the text format changes in an
article by frequently using bold and italic
typefaces with little or no justification. This
makes reading slower and more difficult,
against the principle of cognitive load.

Long web page (5)

Several newspapers feature a very long page,
which requires extensive scrolling, thus vio-
lating the principle of minimal actions. In this
sample, the front page lengths vary between 8
and 40 screen areas, with an average of 24.8
(SD=13.4). On five websites, the page length
is over 30.

No info about the editorial team (2)

The lack of editorial team info makes it more
difficult to contact the newspaper. User sup-
port should be more helpful by providing at
least the names of associate editors, if not an
email address.

Wasted space (2)

This refers to the inefficient use of space. Alt-
hough all newspapers are wasting space in
various ways, in some cases, there are large
areas that are not used. This requires extra
scrolling for the used space; therefore, more
user effort is required.

Unfamiliar placement of the search button (1)

In one case, the search button is placed on the
top left area, which is unfamiliar to users who
are not frequent readers.

Background add (1)

Not only do some ads occupy a large area of
the screen, but in some cases, these become
the display background. This is increasing the
cognitive load and may slow down reading.

4.3 Discussion

The main contribution of this work is the iden-
tification of a set of typical usability problems
that frequently occur on Romanian online
newspaper websites.

A task-based evaluation focused on typical us-
ability problems is a powerful evaluation
method since it shows when (user task), where
(user interface element), and why (difficulty
experienced by users).

Evaluation revealed numerous usability prob-
lems related to poor user guidance, including
a messy webpage organization, lengthy pages,
inconsistent column layout and section place-
ment, menus that disappear upon scrolling,
and disorganized advertising placement. Most
violated usability principles are related to the
user effort, respectively, to cognitive load and
minimal actions.

A typical usability problem is poor article
readability featuring much advertising, break-
ing text continuity, and spreading of content,
which leads to distracting the user, overload-
ing working memory, and requiring extra user
actions. The results are in line with previous
research, which showed that aggressive adver-
tising techniques harm the reading experience
[3], [18], [34]

There are several usability problems related to
unnecessary clicks, poor space usage (col-
umns leaving unused space, too big photos).
Poor front page organization, inefficient use
of space, and the prevalence of web pages re-
quiring intense scrolling lead to poor user
guidance and increased cognitive load, a
shortcoming that has also been mentioned by
many authors [21], [23].

News websites are designed with commercial
interests in mind, ignoring what the user wants
to do, and the advertising often neglects the
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fact that the main goal of newspapers is to de-
liver news, not to mention a good reader ex-
perience. Most of the intrusive advertising
techniques mentioned in [7], [17], [19] are in-
tensively used in Romanian newspapers.

The findings of the study have implications
for both developers and evaluators. Develop-
ers should take these typical usability prob-
lems as synthetic design knowledge that
points to bad design practices. Evaluators
should keep in mind that usability focuses on
users and tasks, and the main task is to read
news effectively, as quickly as possible, and
without irritation.

This study has some limitations, the first being
the relatively small sample size, which in-
cludes only 12 central online newspapers. An-
other limitation is the evaluator's subjectivity,
inherent in inspection methods.

5 Conclusion

Design heuristics are not only useful for eval-
uators, but also for designers as design princi-
ples based on ergonomic criteria that should
be followed to deliver a usable user interface.
Romanian online news websites suffer from
typical usability issues, having a negative im-
pact on the reader experience. These problems
are amplified by commercial priorities that fa-
vor advertising and neglecting user-centred
design.

State-of-the-art on newspaper advertising for-
mat shows that native ads, despite their nega-
tive impact on user experience, tend to be-
come a de facto standard for publishers. This
is contrary to the user design approach that
should support the most important task, which
is reading the news.

Paying attention to usability and the reader ex-
perience is important since the situation may
change in the future. Suffocated by so many
ads that interrupt reading, consumers may
shift their attention to newspapers that do not
sacrifice the website's trustworthiness for
more advertising revenue. It seems that find-
ing a good balance between the news and the
advertising technique is now a critical prob-
lem for publishers.
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