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Understanding usability testing
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What is usability testing?

§ one person at a time 
(sometimes two working together)

§ working with a product or part of a product 
(often an early draft or prototype)

§ (usually) on tasks that you specify
§ (usually) thinking out loud
§ while one or more people observe

§ and take notes on what the person does and says
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Every usability test has these characteristics

§ real issues (concerns, goals)
§ real tasks turned into relevant stories (scenarios)
§ relevant participants
§ data from what participants do and say
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After collecting the data, you

§ analyze what participants did and said
§ diagnose problems
§ recommend changes
§ use the results to improve the product –

and the process for developing products like this one
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X Not needed

§ a complete product 

§ a laboratory with one-way glass

§ software for collecting data

§ videotape

§ eye-tracking

§ formal test report

§ that participants come to you

A paper prototype test
Whitney Quesenbery as note-taker
Caroline Jarrett facilitated and took the photo 
The participant also gave permission
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A note on vocabulary
x testing

x evaluation

ü try-out

x subjects

ü participants

We talk about "usability testing" among ourselves.

But if you say that to participants, they think you are testing them.

If you don't use the word "test," you don't have to say 
"We are not testing you" – which they won't believe 
even if you say it many times.

Please come 
help us 
by trying out 
a web site.

Personal photo
Ginny Redish
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Testing for different reasons
at different times
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Formative?   Summative?
Terms from social-science research
Formative =

§ While we are working on it
§ Goal is to figure out what's working, what's not –

to keep what's working and fix what's not
Summative =

§ When we are done
§ Did it work?

If you set usability goals, did you meet them?



Planning your usability test
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What must you plan?  Part 1 of planning

§ Scope What are you testing?

§ Issues What do you want to learn?

§ Tasks What will participants do?

§ Scenarios How will you give the tasks?

§ Questions What will you ask?
(in addition to watching them
do the scenarios)

§ Data What will you collect?

And more …  
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Scope – What are you testing?

A typical usability test has one scope and many issues.
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Issues – What do you want to learn?
§ What are you worried about?
§ Why are you worried?
§ Are you worried about a specific group of users?

Use your 
persona-based 
critique.
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Issue – Can people fill out the form correctly?
Task – Fill out the form.

Issue – Can people find the information they need?
Issue – Will people understand words like "edema,"

which means "swelling"?
Task – Find information about the side effects 

of this medicine. Answer correctly whether 
swelling in the arm is a known side effect.

Tasks – What will participants do?
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Scenarios – How will you give the tasks?

This information sheet came with a medicine 
your doctor told you to take. You've taken it 
for a few days. You notice that your arm is 
swelling up. 

Could the medicine be making that happen?

See if this information sheet can help you 
answer that question.
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Connect issues à tasks à scenarios
Issue  – Can people find the information they need?
Issue  – Will people understand words like "edema," which means "swelling"?

Task   – Find information about the side effects of this medicine. 
Answer correctly whether swelling in the arm is a known side effect.

Scenario –
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§ short
§ clear, with ordinary words
§ just the goal in a relevant story

Write interesting, useful scenarios

Howx We use usability testing
to learn how
each participant
tries to satisfy 
the situation 
in the scenario

P What
goal
motivation
situation
data
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Questions – What will you ask?

After scenarios:
§ overall reaction
§ what worked well 

for you?
§ what did not work well

for you?
§ review specific points
§ "What would you do now?"

Before scenarios:
§ about themselves
§ relevant experiences



Redish & Associates, Inc.

© 2014 (updated slightly 2021), Janice (Ginny) Redish         Slide 20

Data – What will you collect?

You must take notes.

Will you also measure 
§ time? 

(usually not with think aloud)
§ success? 

(usually yes)
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What must you plan?  Part 2 of planning

§ Participants Who will try out your communication?
Where will you find them?
How will you get them to come?

§ Logistics How will you do the usability test?
Location? Equipment? Time?

§ Roles Who on your team will do what?

§ Materials What do you need to get ready?
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Participants –
Who will try out your communication?

Use your persona descriptions!

Best = people who would really get 
and need to use the communication!
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Logistics – Where will you test?

Lab? Videotape? Audiotape? – not necessary
Just a quiet place where you and the participant can be
comfortable together – and fit a note-taker and observers 
(if you have them)
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Logistics – What if you are far apart?

For usability tests where you work directly 
with the participant –

– and several other available options

Options also exist for having many people 
try out your product and scenarios by themselves 
– without you working directly with them
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Logistics – What will you need?

desktop computer?
laptop computer?

only paper?
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Logistics – How much time?

§ Depends, of course
§ Typical for web sites – one hour
§ For a letter or notice – may need less

10 minutes – introductions, 
explanations, opening questions

40 minutes –
scenarios with think aloud

10 minutes –
closing questions,
thank you
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Roles – Who on your team will do what?

Facilitator / 
Moderator

Note-taker
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Materials – What do you need to get ready?

Ö Screener to recruit participants
Ö Script or notes for facilitator to start the session
Ö Release form for participant to sign
Ö Note-taking form including initial questions,

scenarios, final questions
Ö Scenarios for the participant – if you are going 

to hand them to the participant to read, use cards;
one scenario per card; only the actual scenario

Ö What you are testing



Conducting your usability test
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Conducting = 

Facilitating (Moderating)

Taking notes
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Facilitating – What do you do?

Starting the session
§ Welcome participant
§ Make participant comfortable
§ Introduce other people 

who are there
§ Explain what will happen
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Moving on in the session
§ Explain (and perhaps demonstrate) thinking aloud
§ Ask initial questions
§ Give participant the first scenario
§ Watch, listen, take notes
§ Continue through scenarios
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Ending the session
§ Ask final questions
§ Thank participant  
§ Give gift
§ Escort participant out
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Treat participants with care

§ Help them stay calm

§ Remember they are there 
to help you

§ They are likely to blame themselves 
when things go wrong

§ Watch their body language

§ Watch your body language –
stay friendly, but neutral
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Tell participants something like this:
Now, I'm going to ask you to look at [whatever you are testing]
and work with it. I'm going to give you a few situations you might 
be in where you would go to this [whatever you are testing].
As you work with [whatever you are testing], please talk out 
loud. Just tell me whatever comes into your mind – as if you 
were narrating your experience to someone. 
Say what you are looking at, what you are looking for, what you 
are doing, what you are thinking. I'm interested in all your 
thoughts and your honest reactions. Was what you found what 
you expected to find? How is what you are working with working 
well or not well for you? 
All your thoughts are very important to us.

Help participants think aloud

If participants stop talking, try some of the "probes" on the next slide.
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Probe when necessary to get more information

Adapted from 
Hackos and Redish, 1998
Figure 10-3, page 285
from earlier work 
of Ginny Redish
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§ You are not doing this to demonstrate, sell, or train.

§ Have the participant think out loud.

§ Use probes and follow-up questions
to get more information 
– and to keep the participant talking.

§ Know the issues you are focusing on 
– but be alert to the unexpected!

§ Don't translate – even in your head.  
Hear the participant's words.

Listen! 
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Ask questions neutrally
§ Don't lead the participant.  
§ Don't put words into the participant's mouth.
§ Don't blame the participant.

x Did you like the way the letter is organized?
x Was that easy or difficult?
Ö What is your general reaction to the letter?

x Why didn't you use the drop-down list?
Ö In scenario 2 when you were trying to find the phone number

for the Aberdeen office, I noticed that you tried several choices 
from the left column, but you didn't open the drop-down box.
Can you tell me more about that?  
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Be neutral on written questionnaires, too
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Note-taking – How do you capture 
key observations and comments?
§ Prepare a form for note-taking.

Identify 
participant by number 
date and time of session 
note-taker's initials

Identify the test

Leave room to write answers 
to your opening questions



Redish & Associates, Inc.

© 2014 (updated slightly 2021), Janice (Ginny) Redish         Slide 41

Put each scenario on its own page

Leave lots of space for notes

Sometimes, it helps to make a column for what you expect 
to happen – especially if finding the information is part of the task

If you are measuring success, 
you might put your options
at the bottom of each scenario note page

If the participant can see what you are writing,
don't put success ratings on the note form
Wait and add that when analyzing your notes

x

Identify each page so you can later
analyze by scenario
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Paper or computer?

Sitting next to the participant? 
Use paper

Second team member as note-taker 
sitting away from participant?
Laptop or tablet might be okay
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What notes should you take?
§ As you watch, you'll find yourself making inferences

– interpreting what you see

Observations = what you see people do
Inferences = what you think the behavior means

§ Both are important, but understand the difference.
§ Every interpretation (inference) is an assumption.

§ Write down what you see and hear.
§ Don't infer! 

(or check your inferences with neutral questions)
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Separating observations from inferences
A little quiz to help you 
U = user's comment (you heard it)
O = observation (you can see it)
I = inference (you think that's what it means)

__  clicked on Account Info

__  doesn't understand how the home page is organized

__  forgot to put in email address on feedback form

__  "Gee, this is confusing."

__  doesn't recognize that Fees and Rates is link she needs

__  clicked on Insurance by mistake, meant to go to Compliance

__  went back and forth from table of contents to page 5 three times

If you cannot 
physically see 
the action in the verb, 
it's an inference.



Analyzing your data
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Success in a usability test

is getting useful information 
about your issues 
so you can improve what you were testing
– and improve the process for creating similar products
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Triangulate your data

Goal: Understand 
how the communication 
is working and not 
working – and why

What participants did

What participants said
and their answers 
to your questions

Who participants are
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Is all the data telling the same story?
If so, great!  
If not, why not?

§ Do demographics explain differences?
§ Does what people say differ from what they did?

(People often rate a communication highly 
even when they had a lot of problems using it. 
Believe the behavior!)
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Look for patterns in the data
You might use a matrix to see how many participants 
go with each observation or with similar quotes 

P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6
Observation 1 x x x x
Observation 2 x x x x x x
Observation 3 x x x
Observation 4 x x x x
Observation 5 x x x x x
and so on

Note: When working with participants, we may use their names.
But when reporting, we respect their privacy and use P1, P2, etc.
or report by characteristics if they are relevant.
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Scenario 1: 
In trying to figure out the process for submitting a claim, 
all the participants missed the fact that they have to provide 
medical forms signed by a doctor. (That information is 
in the middle of a long paragraph.)

Scenario 3: 
Only one participant understood that she could appeal 
a decision. (The information about appeals is the last sentence 
in a long paragraph on results of processing a claim.)

That's your data. 
What's the real problem with this communication?
Is it this:

Participants had trouble finding information that is buried 
in long paragraphs or sections.

Diagnose the problems
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Categorize the problems

§ Group your problem statements.
§ For communications, you might need some or all 

of these categories (or others):
§ Problems with the content (missing, inaccurate)
§ Problems with the text (sentences, paragraphs, words, etc.)
§ Problems with the information design (type, space, etc.)
§ Problems with visuals (missing or inaccurate illustrations)
§ Problems with translation
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Local problems affect one fact, one page, one menu …
Global problems affect the product more broadly.
In a usability test, you see mostly symptoms of global problems.

Focus on global problems

Scenario 1: 
Participants did not find information that is in the middle 
of a long paragraph.

Scenario 3: 
Participants did not find information that is the last sentence 
in a long paragraph.

These two data points are probably symptoms of a global problem: 
Participants did not find information buried in long paragraphs.

You would not recommend only rewriting these two paragraphs.

You would probably recommend: Write shorter paragraphs. 
(or Use lists. or Write more – or more useful – headings.) 
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Focus on severe problems

① Must change for people to succeed

② Slows users down; frustrates users

③ Minor problem (Fix them, but don't stop there.)

④ Nice to have but not necessary

Fixing the most severe problems is often hardest,
but necessary!
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Recommend solutions – think broadly
Most problems can be fixed in several ways.
You could probably recommend any or all of these solutions:

§ Do nothing (maybe lose customers; lower productivity)
§ Leave it and add more staff to answer emails and calls
§ Redesign
§ Reorganize 
§ Rewrite
§ Change the policy or program
§ Change the process for creating

this type of communication

Of course, time, 
money, politics 
come in here. 
Advocate for users, 
but accept reality.



Reporting, 
including recommending changes
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Communicate findings appropriately

Possible ways: 

§ working meeting
with project team

§ briefing for managers,
other reviewers

§ short memo of findings 
and recommendations

§ distribute memo 
or report by email; 
share on intranet

Critical factors for success: 

P Report when people need it.

P Report only as much as they need.

P Consider all your audiences.
Decide best delivery methods
and length for each audience.

P Communicate both verbally and 
in writing.

P Practice the "doctrine of no surprise."  
Let people know what happened
before they get a written report.
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Write a short report that is easy to use

§ Your report should be
§ short and to the point
§ bulleted lists and tables
§ images with notes

(callouts)

§ Explain briefly
§ what you tried out
§ who participants were

(not their names, but relevant characteristics)
§ list of tasks they did

§ Focus on
§ positives and problems
§ data to support 

each positive 
or problem statement

§ recommendations
for each problem
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Relate what you learned back to the issues
§ What did you learn about each of your issues?
§ What else did you learn?
§ What is working well?
§ What needs to change?

issues à tasks à scenarios
à findings (data) à problem statements
à recommendations
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Report positives as well as negatives

§ No one likes to be told their "baby" is "ugly."
§ Criticism is easier to take when the news 

is not all bad.
§ You want the team to keep what is working well 

– not mess that up when making other changes.
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Organize your report logically
§ One logical way is to use the categories (Slide 51)
§ Within the category, present each problem statement

on a page or slide with a brief explanation and then data 
on which you based the problem statement

The problem statement

A sentence or two to explain or elaborate 
the problem.

Observation 1……

Observation 2….

Perhaps a telling quote
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Act on what you learned
§ Use what you learned to improve the communication
§ Continue the conversation with users

Review results

Create draft 
Design meets 
usability goals 
and 
user needs

Evaluate with usersEarlier 
user 
research

Adapted from 
a figure by 
Whitney 
Quesenbery
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Change the severe, global problems
If you don't attend to the severe problems needing 
global changes, you are putting on little bandages

If users can't find what they need 
and understand what they find, 
fixing the little problems won't 
make any difference.
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Change the process, too

Ask not only, "What's wrong?"

Ask, "How did it get that way?"

How will these authors avoid having the same problems
in future communications?
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To learn more…
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Krug, 2010
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