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User research is an effective strategy to gain a deeper understanding of your target audience  a crucial step in order to choose efficient design solutions and build smart products. But what has to be considered when conducting user research? What methods have proven themselves in practice? And how do you finally integrate your findings into the design process? With this eBook, you will learn to take the guesswork out of your design decisions and base them on real-life experiences and user needs instead.
To get you started, we’ll consider various research methods and techniques, but we will also tackle the more practical aspects (and difficulties) which face-to-face research brings along. Learning to identify potential research partners and finding the right questions to ask during an interview thus is part of this eBook  as well as presenting your findings und using them to iterate on your products’ designs. If you feel that you and your team make a lot of decisions based on assumptions, then this eBook is your jump start into a more user-centered design process. Find the techniques that fit into your workflow and start to discover the actual problems  and unmet needs  of potential users firsthand.
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Table Of Contents
Imprint
A Five Step Process For Conducting User Research
by David Sherwin
A Closer Look At Personas: What They Are And How They Work
by Shlomo Goltz
A Closer Look At Personas: A Guide To Developing The Right Ones
by Shlomo Goltz
All You Need To Know About Customer Journey Mapping
by Paul Boag
Facing Your Fears: Approaching People For Research
by Carolyn Chandler
Considerations When Conducting User Research In Other Countries: A Brazilian Case Study
by Claire Carlson
How To Run User Tests At A Conference
by Daniel Sauble
About The Authors


A Five Step Process For Conducting User Research
By David SherwinImagine that this is what you know about me: I am a college-educated male between the ages of 35 and 45. I own a MacBook Pro and an iPhone 5, on which I browse the Internet via the Google Chrome browser. I tweet and blog publicly, where you can discover that I like chocolate and corgis. I’m married. I drive a Toyota Corolla. I have brown hair and brown eyes. My credit-card statement shows where I’ve booked my most recent hotel reservations and where I like to dine out.
If your financial services client provided you with this data, could you tell them why I’ve just decided to move my checking and savings accounts from it to a new bank? This scenario might seem implausible when laid out like this, but you’ve likely been in similar situations as an interactive designer, working with just demographics or website usage metrics.
We can discern plenty of valuable information about a customer from this data, based on what they do and when they do it. That data, however, doesn’t answer the question of why they do it, and how we can design more effective solutions to their problems through our clients’ websites, products and services. We need more context. User research helps to provide that context.
User research helps us to understand how other people live their lives, so that we can respond more effectively to their needs with informed and inspired design solutions. User research also helps us to avoid our own biases, because we frequently have to create design solutions for people who aren’t like us.
So, how does one do user research? Let me share with you a process we use at Frog1 to plan and conduct user research. It’s called the “research learning spiral.” The spiral was created by Erin Sanders, one of our senior interaction designers and design researchers. It has five distinct steps, which you go through when gathering information from people to fill a gap in your knowledge.
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The research learning spiral is a five-step process for conducting user research, originated by Erin Sanders at Frog.
“The spiral is based on a process of learning and need-finding,” Sanders says. “It is built to be replicable and can fit into any part of the design process. It is used to help designers answer questions and overcome obstacles when trying to understand what direction to take when creating or moving a design forward.”
The first three steps of the spiral are about formulating and answering questions, so that you know what you need to learn during your research:
1. Objectives
These are the questions we are trying to answer. What do we need to know at this point in the design process? What are the knowledge gaps we need to fill?
2. Hypotheses
These are what we believe we already know. What are our team’s assumptions? What do we think we understand about our users, in terms of both their behaviors and our potential solutions to their needs?
3. Methods
These address how we plan to fill the gaps in our knowledge. Based on the time and people available, what methods should we select?
Once you’ve answered the questions above and factored them into a one-page research plan that you can present to stakeholders2, you can start gathering the knowledge you need through the selected research methods:
4. Conduct
Gather data through the methods we’ve selected.
5. Synthesize
Answer our research questions, and prove or disprove our hypotheses. Make sense of the data we’ve gathered to discover what opportunities and implications exist for our design efforts.
You already use this process when interacting with people, whether you are consciously conducting research or not. Imagine meeting a group of 12 clients who you have never worked with. You wonder if any of them has done user research before. You believe that only one or two of them have conducted as much user research as you and your team have. You decide to take a quick poll to get an answer to your question, asking everyone in the room to raise their hand if they’ve ever conducted user research. Five of them raise their hands. You ask them to share what types of user research they’ve conducted, jotting down notes on what they’ve done. You then factor this information into your project plan going forward.
In a matter of a few minutes, you’ve gone through the spiral to answer a single question. However, when you’re planning and conducting user research for an interactive project or product, each step you take through the spiral will require more time and energy, based on the depth and quantity of questions you need to answer. So, let’s take an in-depth spin through the research learning spiral. At each step of the spiral, I’ll share some of the activities and tools I use to aid my teams in managing the complexity of planning and conducting user research. I’ll also include a sample project to illustrate how those tools can support your team’s user research efforts.
[image: Clustering Your Framing Research]
I like to write my research-framing questions on sticky notes, so that I can better prioritize and cluster them. The most important questions are translated into my research objective and captured in my research plan.
1. Objectives: The Questions We Are Trying To Answer
Imagine that you’re in the middle of creating a next-generation program guide for TV viewers in Western Europe. Your team is debating whether to incorporate functionality for tablet and mobile users that would enable them to share brief clips from shows that they’re watching to social networks, along with their comments.
“Show clip sharing,” as the team calls it, sounds cool, but you aren’t exactly sure who this feature is for, or why users would want to use it.
Step back from the wireframing and coding, sit down with your team, and quickly discuss what you already know and understand about the product’s goal. To facilitate this discussion, ask your team to generate a series of framing questions to help them identify which gaps in knowledge they need to fill. They would write these questions down on sticky notes, one question per note, to be easily arranged and discussed.
These framing questions would take a “5 Ws and an H” structure, similar to the questions a reporter would need to answer when writing the lede of a newspaper story:
•“Who?” questions help you to determine prospective audiences for your design work, defining their demographics and psychographics and your baseline recruiting criteria.
•“What?” questions clarify what people might be doing, as well as what they’re using in your website, application or product.
•“When?” questions help you to determine the points in time when people might use particular products or technologies, as well as daily routines and rhythms of behavior that might need to be explored.
•“Where?” questions help you to determine contexts of use  physical locations where people perform certain tasks or use key technologies  as well as potential destinations on the Internet or devices that a user might want to access.
•“Why?” questions help you to explain the underlying emotional and rational drivers of what a person is doing, and the root reasons for that behavior.
•“How?” questions help you go into detail on what explicit actions or steps people take in order to perform tasks or reach their goals.
In less than an hour, you and your team can generate a variety of framing questions, such as:
•“Who would share program clips?”
•“How frequently would viewers share clips?”
•“Why would people choose to share clips?”
Debate which questions need to be answered right away and which would be valuable to consider further down the road. “Now is your time to ask the more ‘out there’ questions,” says Lauren Serota, an associate creative director at Frog. “Why are people watching television in the first place? You can always narrow the focus of your questions before you start research However, the exercise of going lateral and broad is good exercise for your brain and your team.”
When you have a good set of framing questions, you can prioritize and cluster the most important questions, translating them into research objectives. Note that research objectives are not questions. Rather, they are simple statements, such as: “Understand how people in Western Europe who watch at least 20 hours of TV a week choose to share their favorite TV moments.” These research objectives will put up guardrails around your research and appear in your one-page research plan.
Don’t overreach in your objectives. The type of questions you want to answer, and how you phrase them as your research objective, will serve as the scope for your team’s research efforts. A tightly scoped research objective might focus on a specific set of tasks or goals for the users of a given product (“Determine how infrequent TV viewers in Germany decide which programs to record for later viewing”), while a more open-ended research objective might focus more on user attitudes and behaviors, independent of a particular product (“Discover how French students decide how to spend their free time”). You need to be able to reach that objective in the time frame you have alloted for the research.
[image: Creating Design Hypotheses]
In some projects, hypotheses may be expressed as written statements, which would then be taken into account when selecting methods. However, sometimes you’ll need to generate hypotheses in the form of design sketches, which would then be pulled into the research planning process and be used as stimuli in your design methods.
2. Hypotheses: What We Believe We Already Know
You’ve established the objectives of your research, and your head is already swimming with potential design solutions, which your team has discussed. Can’t you just go execute those ideas and ship them?
If you feel this way, you’re not alone. All designers have early ideas and assumptions about their product. Some clients may have initial hypotheses that they would like “tested” as well.
“Your hypotheses often constitute how you think and feel about the problem you’ve been asked to solve, and they fuel the early stages of work,” says Jon Freach, a design research director at Frog. Don’t be afraid to address these hypotheses and, when appropriate, integrate them into your research process to help you prove or disprove their merit. Here’s why:
•Externalizing your hypotheses is important to becoming aware of and minimizing the influence of your team’s and client’s biases.
•Being aware of your hypotheses will help you select the right methods to fulfill your research objective.
•You can use your early hypotheses to help communicate what you’ve discovered through the research process. (“We believed that [insert hypothesis], but we discovered that [insert finding from research].”)
Generating research hypotheses is easy. Take your framing questions from when you formulated the objective and, as a team, spend five to eight minutes individually sketching answers to them, whether by writing out your ideas on sticky notes, sketching designs and so forth. For example, when thinking about the clip-sharing feature for your next-generation TV program guide, your team members would put their heads together and generate hypotheses such as these:
•Attitude-related hypothesis
“TV watchers who use social networks like to hear about their friends’ favorite TV shows.”
•Behavior-related hypothesis
“TV watchers only want to share clips from shows they watch most frequently.”
•Feature-related hypothesis
“TV watchers are more likely to share a highlight from a show if it’s popular with other viewers as well.”
3. Methods: How We Plan To Fill The Gaps In Our Knowledge
Once you have a defined research objective and a pile of design hypotheses, you’re ready to consider which research methods are most appropriate to achieving your objective. Usually, I’ll combine methods from more than one of the following categories to achieve my research objective. (People have written whole books about this subject. See the end of this article for further reading on user research methods and processes.)
[image: Building a Foundation]
Methods such as contextual inquiry, whereby you spend time with people where they live and work, help you build a strong foundational understanding of how they live and of potentially unmet needs.
Building a Foundation
Methods in this area could include surveys, observational or contextual interviews, and market and trend explorations. Use these methods when you don’t have a good understanding of the people you are designing for, whether they’re a niche community or a user segment whose behaviors shift rapidly. If you have unanswered questions about your user base  where they go, what they do and why  then you’ll probably have to draw upon methods from this area first.
[image: Generating Inspiration and Ideas]
Methods such as card sorting can help you understand how people organize and prioritize different types of information that’s important to them  as well as help you generate new ideas and concepts that could prove critical in your interactive designs.
Generating Inspiration and Ideas
Methods in this area could include diary studies, card sorting, paper prototyping and other participatory design activities. Once I understand my audience’s expertise and beliefs well, I’m ready to delve deeper into what content, functionality or products would best meet their needs. This can be done by generating potential design solutions in close collaboration with research participants, as well as by receiving their feedback on early design hypotheses.
Specifically, we can do this by generating or co-creating sketches, collages, rough interface examples, diagrams and other types of stimuli, as well as by sorting and prioritizing information. These activities will help us understand how our audience views the world and what solutions we can create to fit that view (i.e. “mental models”). This helps to answer our “What,” “Where,” “When” and “How” framing questions. Feedback at this point is not meant to refine any tight design concepts or code prototypes. Instead, it opens up new possibilities.
[image: Evaluating and Informing Design]
Methods such as usability testing can help us refine and improve existing design ideas and website or application designs, as well as uncover gaps in knowledge that we may not have considered. While what’s shown above is a formal usability testing lab set-up, there are many ways to conduct similar tests3 with a wide range of tools, both on site and remotely.
Evaluating and Informing Design
Methods in this area could include usability testing, heuristic evaluations, cognitive walkthroughs and paper prototyping. Once we’ve identified the functionality or content that’s appropriate for a user, how do we present it to them in a manner that’s useful and delightful? I use methods in this area to refine design comps, simulations and code prototypes. This helps us to answer questions about how users would want to use a product or to perform a key task. This feedback is critical and, as part of an iterative design process, enables us to refine and advance concepts to better meet user needs.
Let’s go back to our hypothetical example, so that you can see how your research objective and hypotheses determine which methods your team will select. Take all of your hypotheses  I like to start with at least 100 hypotheses  and arrange them on a continuum:
[image: Ranking of Research Hypotheses]
I like to write all of my research hypotheses on sticky notes, and cluster them to identify how they may be proved or disproved through different research methods.
On the left, place hypotheses related to who your users are, where they live and work, their goals, their needs and so forth. On the right, place hypotheses that have to do with explicit functionality or design solutions you want to test with users. In the center, place hypotheses related to the types of content or functionality that you think might be relevant to users. This point of this activity is not to create an absolute scale or arrangement of hypotheses that you’ve created so far. The point is for your team to cluster the hypotheses, finding important themes or affinities that will help you to select particular methods. Serota says:
Choosing and refining your methods and approach is a design project within itself. It takes iteration, practice and time. Test things out on your friends and coworkers to see what works and the best way to ask open-ended questions.

Back to our clip-sharing research effort. When your team looks at all of the hypotheses you’ve created to date, it will realize that using two research methods would be most valuable. The first method will be a participatory design activity, in which you’ll create with users a timeline of where and when they share their favorite TV moments with others. This will give your team foundational knowledge of situations in which clips might be shared, as well as generate opportunities for clip-sharing that you can discuss with users.
The second method will be an evaluative paper-prototyping activity, in which you will present higher-fidelity paper prototypes of ideas on how people can share TV clips. This method will help you address your hypotheses on what solutions make the most sense in sharing situations. (Using two methods is best because mixing and matching hypotheses across different categories within a research session could confuse research participants.)
[image: Conducting the Research]
You can conduct multiple methods when meeting with users. My preference is to conduct at least two different methods, moving from hearing people share stories about their lives to encouraging them to be creative in participatory activities.
4. Conduct: Gather Data Through The Methods We’ve Selected
The research plan is done, and you have laid out your early hypotheses on the table. Now you get to conduct the appropriate research methods. Your team will recruit eight users to meet with for one hour each over three evenings, which will allow you to speak with people when they’re most likely to be watching TV. Develop an interview guide and stimuli, and test draft versions of your activities on coworkers. Then, go into the field to conduct your research.
When you do this, it’s essential that you facilitate the research sessions properly, capturing and analyzing the notes, photos, videos and other materials that you collect as you go.
Serota also recommends thinking on your feet: “It’s all right to change course or switch something up in the field. You wouldn’t be learning if you didn’t have to shift at least a little bit.” Ask yourself, “Am I discovering what I need to learn in order to reach my objective? Or am I gathering information that I already know?” If you’re not gaining new knowledge, then one of the following is probably the reason why:
•You’ve already answered your research questions but haven’t taken the time to formulate new questions and hypotheses in order to dig deeper (otherwise, you could stop conducting research and move immediately into synthesis).
•The people who you believed were the target audience are, in fact, not. You’ll need to change the recruitment process (and the demographics or psychographics by which you selected them).
•Your early design hypotheses are a poor fit. So, consider improving them or generating more.
•The methods you’ve selected are not appropriate. So, adapt or change them.
•You are spending all of your time in research sessions with users, rather than balancing research sessions with analysis of what you’ve discovered.
[image: Conducting Research Synthesis]
Our research teams prefer to externalize all of the data we’ve collected throughout the research process. This helps us to find fresh connections and patterns, which often lead to more powerful research findings.
5. Synthesis: Answer Our Research Questions, And Prove Or Disprove Our Hypotheses
Now that you’ve gathered research data, it’s time to capture the knowledge required to answer your research questions and to advance your design goals. “In synthesis, you’re trying to find meaning in your data,” says Serota. “This is often a messy process  and can mean reading between the lines and not taking a quote or something observed at face value. The why behind a piece of data is always more important than the what.”
The more time you have for synthesis, the more meaning you can extract from the research data. In the synthesis stage, regularly ask yourself and your team the following questions:
•“What am I learning?”
•“Does what I’ve learned change how we should frame the original research objective?”
•“Did we prove or disprove our hypotheses?”
•“Is there a pattern in the data that suggests new design considerations?”
•“What are the implications of what I’m designing?”
•“What outputs are most important for communicating what we’ve discovered?”
•“Do I need to change what design activities I plan to do next?”
•“What gaps in knowledge have I uncovered and might need to research at a later date?”
So, what did your team discover from your research into sharing TV clips? TV watchers do want to share clips from their favorite programs, but they are also just as likely to share clips from programs they don’t watch frequently if they find the clips humorous. They do want to share TV clips with friends in their social networks, but they don’t want to continually spam everyone in their Facebook or Twitter feed. They want to target family, close friends or individuals with certain clips that they, the user believes, would find particularly interesting.
Your team should assemble concise, actionable findings and revise its wireframes to reflect the necessary changes, based on the answers you’ve gathered. Now your team will have more confidence in the solution, and when your designs for the feature have been coded, you’ll take another spin through the research learning spiral to evaluate whether you got it right.
Further Reading On User-Research Practices And Methods
The spiral makes it clear that user research is not simply about card sorting, paper prototyping, usability studies and contextual interviews, per se. Those are just methods that researchers use to find answers to critical questions  answers that fuel their design efforts. Still, understanding what methods are available to you, and mastering those methods, can take some time. Below are some books and websites that will help you dive deeper into the user-research process and methods as part of your professional practice.
•Observing the User Experience, Second Edition: A Practitioner’s Guide to User Research4, Elizabeth Goodman, Mike Kuniavsky and Andrea Moed
A comprehensive guide to user research. Goes deep into many of the methods mentioned in this article.
•Universal Methods of Design5, Bruce Hanington and Bella Martin
A comprehensive overview of 100 methods that can be employed at various points in the user-research and design process.
•101 Design Methods: A Structured Approach for Driving Innovation in Your Organization6, Vijay Kumar
Places the user research process in the context of product and service innovation.
•Design Library7, Austin Center for Design (AC4D)
An in-depth series of PDFs and worksheets that cover processes related to user-research planning, methods and synthesis.
—
1.http://www.frogdesign.com/
2.http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2012/01/26/ux-research-plan-stakeholders-love/
3.http://www.smashingmagazine.com/2011/10/20/comprehensive-review-usability-user-experience-testing-tools/
4.http://www.amazon.com/Observing-User-Experience-Second-Edition/dp/0123848695/
5.http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1592537561
6.http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1118083466
7.http://library.ac4d.com/


A Closer Look At Personas: What They Are And How They Work
By Shlomo GoltzIn my experience as an interaction designer, I have come across many strategies and approaches to increase the quality and consistency of my work, but none more effective than the persona. Personas have been in use since the mid-’90s and since then have gained widespread awareness within the design community.
For every designer who uses personas, I have found even more who strongly oppose the technique. I once also viewed personas with disdain, seeing them as a silly distraction from the real work at hand  that is, until I witnessed them being used properly and to their full potential.
Once I understood why personas were valuable and how they could be put into action, I started using them in my own work, and then something interesting happened: My process became more efficient and fun, while the fruits of my labor became more impactful and useful to others. Never before had I seen such a boost in clarity, productivity and success in my own work. Personas will supercharge your work, too, and help you take your designs to the next level.
I hope that those who are unfamiliar with personas will read this series of articles, divided into two parts, and give them a try and that those who are opposed to their use will reconsider their position. Where the use of personas has generated uncertainty and even controversy, I have leaned in with curiosity and a critical eye, questioning the tenants of my discipline to determine what works for me  and I’m all the better for it. Perhaps what I’ve learned will help others in their journey to hone their work as well.
What Is A Persona?
A persona is a way to model, summarize and communicate research about people who have been observed or researched in some way. A persona is depicted as a specific person but is not a real individual; rather, it is synthesized from observations of many people. Each persona represents a significant portion of people in the real world and enables the designer to focus on a manageable and memorable cast of characters, instead of focusing on thousands of individuals. Personas aid designers to create different designs for different kinds of people and to design for a specific somebody, rather than a generic everybody.
[image: A persona document should clearly communicate and summarize research data.]
A persona document should clearly communicate and summarize research data. (Image: Elizabeth Bacon1) (View large version2)
What Does A Persona Look Like?
While a persona is usually presented as a one-pager document, it is more than just a deliverable  it is a way to communicate and summarize research trends and patterns to others. This fundamental understanding of users is what’s important, not the document itself.
I emphasize this distinction because many people think of a persona and the document that captures essential elements of the persona as the same thing  they are not. It is all too easy for novice practitioners of goal-directed design to fixate on the “best way” to make a persona document and to lose sight of the bigger picture, which is to fully understand a user and then simply share the top-level information with others.
[image: The main elements presented here are key goals and a day-in-the-life, which are common to all well-made persona documents.]
The main elements presented here are the key goals and the “Day in the Life,” which are common to all well-made persona documents. Other elements, such as the “Quick Take on Fred” are included because of team and/or project requirements. Each project will dictate a certain approach to producing persona documents. (Image: Interaction Design3) (View large version4)
For designers looking for a jump start on creating persona documents, I highly recommend the persona poster template5 by Creative Companion. This poster organizes and formats all of the important information that a designer would need to create an amazing one-page deliverable.
Where Does The Concept Of Personas Come From?
Understanding the historical context and what personas meant to their progenitor will help us understand what personas can mean to us designers. Personas were informally developed by Alan Cooper6 in the early ’80s as a way to empathize with and internalize the mindset of people who would eventually use the software he was designing.
Alan Cooper interviewed several people among the intended audience of a project he was working on and got to know them so well that he pretended to be them as a way of brainstorming and evaluating ideas from their perspective. This method-acting technique allowed Cooper to put users front and center in the design process as he created software. As Cooper moved from creating software himself to consulting, he quickly discovered that, to be successful, he needed a way to help clients see the world from his perspective, which was informed directly by a sample set of intended users.
This need to inform and persuade clients led him to formalize personas into a concrete deliverable that communicates one’s user-centered knowledge to those who did not do the research themselves. The process of developing personas and the way in which they are used today have evolved since then, but the premise remains the same: Deeply understanding users is fundamental to creating exceptional software.
[image: Personas are an essential part of goal-directed design.]
Personas are an essential part of goal-directed design. Each group of users researched is represented by a persona, which in turn is represented by a document. Several personas are not uncommon in a typical project. (Image: Gemma MacNaught7) (View large version8)
How Do Personas Fit In The Design Process?
Since its humble origin, Alan Cooper’s design methodology has evolved into a subset of user-centered design, which he has branded goal-directed design9. Goal-directed design combines new and old methodologies from ethnography, market research and strategic planning, among other fields, in a way to simultaneously address business needs, technological requirements (and limitations) and user goals. Personas are a core component of goal-directed design. I have found that understanding the fundamentals of this goal-directed approach to design first will help the designer understand and properly use personas.
In the summer of 2011, I was fortunate enough to become an intern at Cooper, which is where I learned (among other things) how to use personas. At Cooper, I found that, while personas are easy to understand conceptually, mastering their use with finesse and precision would take me many months. There, I witnessed everyone on the team (and even the clients) referring to personas by name in almost every discussion, critique and work session we had. Personas weren’t just created and then forgotten  they were living, breathing characters that permeated all that we did.
I learned that personas are an essential part of what constitutes the goal-directed process. I learned that personas, though important, are never used in isolation, but rather are implemented in conjunction with other processes, concepts and methods that support and augment their use.
Components of Goal-Directed Design That Support Personas
•End goal(s)
This is an objective that a persona wants or needs to fulfill by using software. The software would aid the persona to accomplish their end goal(s) by enabling them to accomplish their tasks via certain features.
•Scenario(s)
This is a narrative that describes how a persona would interact with software in a particular context to achieve their end goal(s). Scenarios are written from the persona’s perspective, at a high level, and articulate use cases that will likely happen in the future.
[image: The three parts of Goal-Directed design are most effective when utilized together.]
The three parts of goal-directed design are most effective when used together. For instance, in order for a sprinter to reach their potential, they need a place to run and a finish line to cross. Without a scenario or end goal, the sprinter would have nothing to do or strive for. (View large version10)
Personas, end goals and scenarios relate to one another in the same way that the main character in a novel or movie goes on a journey to accomplish an objective. The classic “hero’s journey” narrative device and its accompanying constructs have been appropriated for the purpose of designing better software.
How Are Personas Created?
Personas can be created in a myriad of ways, but designers are recommended to follow this general formula:
1. Interview and/or observe an adequate number of people.
2. Find patterns in the interviewees’ responses and actions, and use those to group similar people together.
3. Create archetypical models of those groups, based on the patterns found.
4. Drawing from that understanding of users and the model of that understanding, create user-centered designs.
5. Share those models with other team members and stakeholders.
Step-by-step instructions on how to create a persona is beyond the scope of this article, but we’ll cover this in the second article in this series.
What Are Personas Used For?
Personas can and should be used throughout the creative process, and they can be used by all members of the software development and design team and even by the entire company. Here are some of the uses they can be put to:
•Build empathy
When a designer creates a persona, they are crafting the lens through which they will see the world. With those glasses on, it is possible to gain a perspective similar to the user’s. From this vantage point, when a designer makes a decision, they do so having internalized the persona’s goals, needs and wants.
•Develop focus
Personas help us to define who the software is being created for and who not to focus on. Having a clear target is important. For projects with more than one user type, a list of personas will help you to prioritize which users are more important than others. Simply defining who your users are makes it more apparent that you can’t design for everyone, or at least not for everyone at once  or else you risk designing for no one. This will help you to avoid the “elastic user,” which is one body that morphs as the designer’s perspective changes.
•Communicate and form consensus
More often than not, designers work on multidisciplinary teams with people with vastly different expertise, knowledge, experience and perspectives. As a deliverable, the personas document helps to communicate research findings to people who were not able to be a part of the interviews with users. Establishing a medium for shared knowledge brings all members of a team on the same page. When all members share the same understanding of their users, then building consensus on important issues becomes that much easier as well.
•Make and defend decisions
Just as personas help to prioritize who to design for, they also help to determine what to design for them. When you see the world from your user’s perspective, then determining what is useful and what is an edge case becomes a lot easier. When a design choice is brought into question, defending it based on real data and research on users (as represented by a persona) is the best way to show others the logical and user-focused reasoning behind the decision.
•Measure effectiveness
Personas can be stand-in proxies for users when the budget or time does not allow for an iterative process. Various implementations of a design can be “tested” by pairing a persona with a scenario, similar to how we test designs with real users. If someone who is play-acting a persona cannot figure out how to use a feature or gets frustrated, then the users they represent will probably have a difficult time as well.
Are Personas Effective?
If you still aren’t convinced that personas are useful, you are not alone. Many prominent and outspoken members of the design community, including Steve Portigal and Jason Fried, feel that personas are not to be used. They make compelling arguments, but they all rule out the use of personas entirely, which I feel is much too strong. (A nuanced analysis of their anti-persona perspectives is beyond the scope of this article but is definitely worth further reading. Links to writings about these perspectives can be found in the “Additional Resources” section at the end of this article.)
Like any other tool in the designer’s belt, personas are extremely powerful in the right time and place, while other times are simply not warranted; the trick is knowing when to use which tool and then using it effectively.
Any tool can be used for good or evil, and personas are no different. If used improperly, as when personas are not based on research (with the exception of provisional personas, which are based on anecdotal, secondhand information or which are used as a precursor or supplement to firsthand research), or if made up of fluffy information that is not pertinent to the design problem at hand, or if based solely on market research (as opposed to ethnographic research), then personas will impart an inaccurate understanding of users and provide a false sense of security in the user-centered design process.
As far as I can tell, only two scientifically rigorous academic studies on the effectiveness of personas have been conducted: the first by Christopher N. Chapman in 2008, and the second by Frank Long in 2009. Though small, both concluded that using personas as part of the design process aided in producing higher-quality and more successful designs.
These studies join a growing body of peer-reviewed work that supports the use of personas, including studies by Kim Goodwin, Jeff Patton, David Hussman and even Donald Norman. The anecdotal evidence from these and many other writers has shown how personas can have a profoundly positive impact on the design process.
[image: An excerpt from Frank Long's study of Persona Effectiveness]
An excerpt from Frank Long’s study of the effectiveness of personas. Designs created by students who used personas and scenarios (pink and blue) scored higher than the designs of those who used neither (gray) in a type of usability test called a heuristic analysis.
How And Why Do Personas Work?
Personas are effective because they leverage and stimulate several innate human abilities:
•Narrative practice
This is the ability to create, share and hear stories.
•Long-term memory
This is the ability to acquire and maintain memories of the past (wisdom) from our own life experiences, which can be brought to bear on problems that other people face.
•Concrete thinking
This is the tendency for people to better relate to and remember tangible examples, rather than abstractions.
•Theory of mind (folk psychology)
This is the ability to predict another person’s behavior by understanding their mental state.
•Empathy
This is the ability to understand, relate to and even share the feelings of other specific people.
•Experience-taking
This is the ability to have the “emotions, thoughts, beliefs and internal responses” of a fictional character when reading or watching a story.
Personas, goals and scenarios tap into our humanity because they anthropomorphize research findings. When hundreds or even thousands of users are represented by a persona, imagining what they would do is a lot easier than pouring over cold, hard, abstract data. By using personas, goals and personas together in what Cooper calls a “harmonious whole,” one is able to work in a more mindful way, keeping the user at the heart of everything one does.
If a designer truly understands and internalizes the user and their needs and how they could potentially fulfill those needs, then seeing potential solutions in the mind’s eye becomes much easier; rich and vivid ideas from the user’s perspective seem to percolate to the top of mind more rapidly and frequently. These ideas are more likely to turn into a successful design than by using other methods because the designer has adopted the user’s filter or frame as their own.
This potent combination of personas, goals and scenarios help the designer to avoid thinking in the abstract and to focus on how software could be used in an idealized yet more concrete and humanistic future.
Do I Really Need To Use Personas?
To determine whether personas would be appropriate, a designer must first step back and determine who they are designing for. Determining the audience for a design is deceptively simple, yet many people never think to take the time to explicitly figure this out.
The fundamental premise of user-centered design is that as knowledge of the user increases, so too does the likelihood of creating an effective design for them. If a designer designs for themselves, then they wouldn’t need to use personas because they are the user  they would simply create what they need or want.
Designers do design for themselves from time to time, but professionally most design for others. If they are doing it for others, then they could be designing for only two possible kinds of people: those who are like them and those who are not like them. If they are designing for people like them, then they could probably get away without personas, although personas might help. Usually, though, designers design for people unlike themselves, in which case getting to know as much as possible about the users by using personas is recommended.
Treat different people differently. Anything else is a compromise.
 Seth Godin

Personas help to prevent self-referential thinking, whereby a designer designs as if they are making the software only for themselves, when in fact the audience is quite unlike them. This is how most designers actually work: according to what they like or think is the right way to do things. Even a seasoned designer can go only so far on intuition. This is one of the biggest mistakes one can make when designing software (or anything else, for that matter).
Conclusion
As human beings, designers are all biased and can only see the world through their own eyes  however, they can keep that in mind when designing from now on. Designers must strive to the best of their ability to keep their biases and, dare I say, egos in check.
Designers don’t always know what is best  but sometimes users do and that is what personas are for: to stand up and represent real users, since real users can’t be there when the design process takes place. In your next project, there will come a time when you must decide what is in your user’s best interest. Just like in the movies, picture a devil and angel on your shoulders, where the devil tries to coax you to design something that pleases only your own sensibilities, and the angel is the persona who cries out in defence of their own needs. Who will you listen to?
Granted, not even the most disciplined user-centered and goal-directed designer can be completely unbiased. As professionals, we all use our best judgment to make decisions (based on knowledge of the field, knowledge of competitive markets and work experience), but some people’s perspective is more self-centered than others. Personas help to keep a designer honest and to become mindful of when they are truly designing for others and when they are just designing for themselves. If you are going to design for someone unlike yourself, then do your users a solid and use a persona.
We’ll discuss the process of creating personas from ethnographic research in part 2 of this series.
Additional Resources
Presentations and Posters
•“Presentation Deck: Personas Demystified11,” Shlomo Goltz
Kick off a persona-creation project with your team.
•“Presentation Deck: Provisional Persona Workshop12,” Shlomo Goltz
Create provisional personas with stakeholders.
•“Persona Poster Template13,” Creative Companion
A great way to get a jumpstart on creating a persona one-pager.
Books
•The Inmates Are Running the Asylum: Why High-Tech Products Drive Us Crazy and How to Restore the Sanity14, Alan Cooper
•About Face 3: The Essentials of Interaction Design15, Alan Cooper
•Designing for the Digital Age: How to Create Human-Centered Products and Services16, Kim Goodwin
•The Essential Persona Lifecycle: Your Guide to Building and Using Personas17, Tamara Adlin and John Pruitt
•The User Is Always Right: A Practical Guide to Creating and Using Personas for the Web18, Steve Mulder
Goal-Directed Design
•“Goal-Directed Design: An Interview With Kim Goodwin19,” Christine Perfetti, User Interface Engineering
•“Designing With Scenarios: Putting Personas to Work20” (PDF slidedeck), Kim Goodwin
Defining Personas
•“Perfecting Your Personas21,” Kim Goodwin, Cooper Journal
•“Getting From Research to Personas: Harnessing the Power of Data22,” Kim Goodwin, Cooper Journal
•“7 Core Ideas About Personas And The User Experience23,” Jeff Sauro, Measuring Usability
•“Explaining Personas Used in UX Design,” Part 124, Part 225, Ben Melbourne
•Personas26 (white paper), W5
•“The Power of Personas27,” Charles B. Kreitzberg and Ambrose Little, MSDN Magazine
•“Personas: Putting the Focus Back on the User28,” James Costa, UX Booth
•“The Origin of Personas29,” Alan Cooper, Cooper Journal
•“Death to Personas! Long Live Personas!30” (slidedeck) Elizabeth Bacon and Steve Calde, Catalyze
•“Personas31,” Lene Nielsen, Interaction Design Foundation
How and Why Personas Work
•“The Narrative Practice Hypothesis: Clarifications and Implications32,” Daniel D. Hutto, Academia.edu
•“Ad-Hoc Personas and Empathetic Focus33,” Donald Norman
•“Personas and the Advantage of Designing for Yourself34,” Joshua Porter
•“Personas: Practice and Theory35” (PDF), John Pruitt and Jonathan Grudin, Microsoft
•The Persona Lifecycle: Keeping People in Mind Throughout Product Design36, John Pruitt and Tamara Adlin
•“Losing Yourself in a Fictional Character Can Affect Your Real Life37,” Jeff Grabmeier, Ohio State University
Effectiveness of Personas
•“Real or Imaginary: The Effectiveness of Using Personas in Product Design38,” Frank Long, Frontend
•“The Personas’ New Clothes: Methodological and Practical Arguments Against a Popular Method39” (PDF), Christopher N. Chapman and Russell P. Milham, Microsoft
•“Putting Personas Under the Microscope40,” Suzy Thompson, Cooper Journal
•“Quantitative Evaluation of Personas as Information41” (PDF), Christopher N. Chapman
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A Closer Look At Personas: A Guide To Developing The Right Ones
By Shlomo GoltzHow can designers create experiences that are custom tailored to people who are unlike themselves? As explained in part 1 of this series, an effective way to gain knowledge of, build empathy for and sharpen focus on users is to use a persona. This final part of the series will explain an effective method of creating a persona.
There are myriad ways to integrate user-centered thinking into the creative process of UX design, and personas are one of the most effective ways to empathize with and analyze users. There is no one right way to develop a persona, but the method I will share here is based on processes developed, field-tested and refined over the years at the interaction design agency Cooper1. This process follows a logical order that begins with knowing nothing (or very little) about users and ends with a refined and nuanced perspective of users that can be shared with others.
1. Identify Your Users
Before you can learn from people, you need to decide whom to learn from. You could create a screener based on demographics and psychographics to determine who to observe and talk to and who not to.
[image: There are many ways to filter out and focus on people who are relevant to a project.]
There are many ways to filter out people and focus on those who are relevant to a project. A combination of factors usually determines the criteria of a screener. (Image: Steamfeed2) (View large version3)
Traditional research on market segmentation is a good place to start. If a user base is already established, then you might have a source of data on demographics; if there is no such source, then you could send out surveys to current users to obtain more information. If you have no user base (which will be the case if your company is new), then find out more about the users of your competitors or of similar companies or products.
2. Decide What To Ask
The most common way to learn from users is to interview and/or observe them. An interview script or research protocol will ensure that you obtain the same information from all research subjects, so that the data set is homogeneous. The process of developing a script or protocol forces you to think about what you will need to learn from research participants. Interviews and observation aren’t just about acquiring raw data, but about gaining a thorough understanding of participants and their perspectives.
Learning everything about participants is impossible within the limited time available for interviews and observation, so try to ask the most advantageous questions and observe the most relevant behavior. To determine what information is most needed, think of your knowledge gaps, which details would best inform your design decisions, what your team members are curious about, and what would give the team a common frame of reference regarding the participants’ needs and goals.
The questions and areas of observation need not be exhaustive at this stage, because the goal is to gain a fundamental understanding of users, from which the team can extrapolate in future and answer new questions on their own. By thoroughly understanding users, team members should be able to put on the persona’s shoes and walk in uncharted territory. Users won’t have a seat at the table during the product’s development, but a persona created from the right kind of information is the best proxy. By capturing the essence of their perspectives from asking the right questions, you will be able to create a persona that brings their voice into the conversation.
The exact questions you ask will vary according to the project’s goals, the types of people being interviewed or observed, and the time constraints. No matter what you ask, though, keep the following in mind:
•Ask primarily open-ended questions.
•Ask participants to show more than tell.
•When possible, ask for specific stories, especially about anything you cannot observe.
[image: 02-interview-opt-500]
Ask roughly the same questions of all research participants. A script will help with consistency. (Image: Sam Sweitz4)
Don’t be afraid to ask seemingly naïve questions either because you’ll want to find out as much as possible. (Naïve questions are never stupid; they show an eagerness to learn, and they establish a non-authoritative tone in the interview, which is great for building rapport with participants.) Following these guidelines will result in a rich set of answers and a firm foundation on which to build a persona.
You could create your own interview script from the following template, which I have used in many enterprise software design projects. I have found it quite useful as a jumping-off point in new projects.
Overview
•Give us a little background on your job.
•How and why did you take on this job?
•How long have you been working in this capacity?
•Why do you work for this company and not another?
•Tell me a bit about your industry and your role in it.
Domain Knowledge
•What skills are required to do your job?
•How do you stay up to date and get information on your industry and profession?
Goals
•What are your responsibilities in your job?
•How do you define progress or success in your job?
•How do you measure progress or success?
Attitudes and Motivations
•What are the most enjoyable parts of your job?
•What do you value most?
•Do you have any external (i.e. extrinsic) or internal (i.e. intrinsic) motivations for doing a good job (such as rewards, promotions, perks)?
Processes
•Describe a typical workday. What do you do when you first get into the office? What do you do next?
•How do you do [a certain task]?
•How long does this task typically take?
•Where would you start?
•What would you do next?
•Can you show me how you do that?

•What activities take up most of your time?
•What activities are most important to your success?
•Of the things you do during a typical workday, are any of those processes or tasks mandated by your company or industry?
•What processes have you developed on your own?
•Have you learned to work better from your colleagues?
Environment
•How is your office organized to help you accomplish your tasks or goals?
•Show me how you use your office to accomplish your tasks or goals?
Pain Points
•What are the most difficult, challenging, annoying or frustrating aspects of your job?
•After a typical workday, what about your job (if anything) is still on your mind? (In other words, what issues keep you up at night?)
Tools and Technology
•What traditional (i.e. analogue) tools do you use to accomplish tasks in your job?
•What digital tools do you use to accomplish tasks in your job?
•Where do any of your tools fall short? (What do you need them to do that they don’t do or don’t do well?)
Mental Models
•What kinds of people do well in your position? Why?
•Describe a process and how it has changed or not changed over time.
Relationships and Organizational Structure
•Besides clients and customers, who else do you interact with in your work?
•Who do you report to?
•Who reports to you?
•How often do you collaborate with others?
•How do you collaborate?
Projecting Into the Future
•If we came back in [x number of] years to have this conversation again, what would be different?
•If you could build your ideal experience, what would it be?
Wrapping Up
•Have we missed anything?
•Is there anything you want to tell us?
• Is there anything you want to ask us?
3. Get Access To Users
This step will largely determine how effective your personas are. Finding an adequate number of people will determine whether your personas are an accurate and useful representation of the research participants. Experts recommend finding anywhere from just 5 to around 30 participants per role. The exact number isn’t important, as long as trends and patterns emerge. These number might seem too small to be of any reliable use, but the data set isn’t intended for statistical analysis, but rather for qualitative analysis that will inform the design process.
Trends are often observable from just five people. Build on that to gain a deeper understanding. The number of participants does not matter as much as whether you gain new information from interviews and observation. The law of diminishing returns applies here; at a certain point, new interviews or further observation will elicit little to no new information because all relevant patterns have been unearthed and the researcher has reached a level of understanding known to ethnographers as “verstehen5.” At this point, no more research is needed.
The benefit of observation in addition to interviews is that a relatively small number of participants is needed for it. If you can’t find enough people on your own or with help from people you know, then consider a recruiting agency.
[image: Network of people]
4. Gain An Understanding Of Users
The majority of the process of creating personas is usually spent interviewing and observing people. Collaborate with another team member so that they capture anything in the interview or observation session that you might miss. You and your colleague should be physically present with the research participants, in a location that makes the most sense for the project. In a suitable location, participants tend to provide more detailed and accurate information and are less likely to behave unnaturally.
[image: Observing/Interviewing people in person and in a context relevant to the project yields the most useful data.]
Observing and interviewing in person and in a location relevant to the project will yield the most useful data. Also, capturing information in multiple ways, such as by taking notes and recording audio, will ensure accuracy. (Image: Interactions6)
Direct, unfiltered interaction with participants is critical at this stage in order to gain empathy with the people you will be designing for. Being there in person is not always feasible, but try to do it whenever possible. If you can’t do that, then consider the next best thing: interviewing people who have had direct interaction with users. Personas created from secondhand information are called provisional personas7. The perspectives will be secondhand, filtered and biased, but they’re better than nothing and you’ll have somewhere to start your research.
Empathy is important to understanding users holistically, and direct interaction is the only way to inform the heart as well as the mind. I’m not one to get touchy-feely for its own sake, but when you are able to empathize with users firsthand, then you’re better able to tap into their intuition and act on inklings that you otherwise would not have. Firsthand exposure is paramount.
5. Analyze The Data
The analysis stage is the most complicated because you must compare multiple variables of behavior and attitudes among many research participants. It requires some practice, and it gets much easier with experience. To find out more in depth, look at the descriptions in the Fluid project8, or consider reading Designing for the Digital Age9.
After learning about research participants directly or indirectly, you will need to make sense of it all by finding patterns in the data. In short, for each group of participants with the same role (for example, a group of doctors), you would rank each participant against a number of attributes of behavior and attitude, determining which participants have similar attribute rankings in order to discover common traits among them. Each group of similar participants would then serve as the source of a persona.
Personas are not just “roles,” although they might seem to be at first. Roles are great for segmenting and grouping similar users together for analysis, but roles are not personas. Roles are defined largely by the tasks people perform, rather than by how they perform those tasks or how they feel about accomplishing the tasks. Usually, two or more personas are required to represent the range of behavior within a role.
For instance, if you are designing medical software to be used by doctors, nurses, technicians and patients, then you would want to interview people in all four roles; however, when analyzing their responses, you would compare doctors to doctors, not doctors to technicians. Their roles might overlap somewhat, but don’t muddy the water by combining data from multiple roles. Compare participants with the same role; otherwise, large differences will obscure smaller differences between participants.
You can represent most of the observed behaviors and attitudes as a spectrum (for example, from low to high or sad to happy). Each spectrum should be discrete and divided into four levels.
[image: In this sample spectrum, low and negative attributes are on the left, and high and positive attributes are on the right]
In this sample spectrum, low and negative attributes are on the left, and high and positive attributes are on the right.
On each spectrum, participants can be given a score of 1, 2, 3 or 4 (similar to the Likert scale10). The even number prevents a neutral score (for example, a score of 3 out of 5 would provide little value in creating a persona). Some variables are difficult or impossible to represent on a spectrum; in this case, don’t force it, and instead express the variable as a multiple-choice question.
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To determine how many spectra to analyze, go over the responses to the interview questions and note any distinct behavior or differences in attitude. Fewer than 5 spectra is usually too few, and over 20 is too many, so aim for somewhere in between. If you have trouble deciding which spectra to use, look back at the categories of questions in the interview script shown earlier, and determine which categories most effectively group and differentiate research participants. Motivations and goals, frequency and duration of tasks, and attitudes towards tasks are good places to start.
After you’ve listed 5 to 20 variables for a role, place each research participant on each spectrum, as shown below.
[image: 07-spectrum-multiplechoice-opt]
When placing each participant on a spectrum, keep in mind that the data is all relative at this point. The fact that Whitney does more surgeries than Doug, who does fewer than Elliot, is more important than who is a 2 rather than a 3 or 4 on the scale.
Once you’ve mapped all research participants on the spectra, it is time to identify patterns. This part might seem overwhelming, especially if you have researched many people. Start small by finding two people who tend to have the same scores on various spectra. This pattern analysis is similar to that of a semantic differential11 or a multivariate affinity diagram12.
Of the five spectra below that describe the doctors interviewed, Tiffany and Sam appear in the same place three times, in similar places one time, and in disparate places one time. As far as we’re concerned, Tiffany and Sam are similar people and should be represented by one persona. Looking further, Dan and Elliot also have similar or the same placement on the spectra, too, but their placement differs from that of Tiffany and Sam. Dan and Elliot should be represented by a different persona from Tiffany and Sam.
[image: In this example, out of five spectra used to describe the doctors interviewed, Tiffany and Sam appeared in the same place three times, similar places one time, and disparate places one time.]
(View large version13)
This researcher has created five variables to compare the doctors who were interviewed and has mapped all of the participants to those spectra. If Tiffany and Sam tend to appear in the same or similar places in a lot of the spectra, then they probably constitute a pattern that will eventually help to describe a persona. Most of the time, the patterns that you find among participants will not apply to every single one of the spectra, because almost all patterns are imperfect.
This is not a problem; as long as participants match on a majority of the spectra, the pattern is valid. Repeat this process until you have discovered all of the patterns that represent groups of similar users. If done correctly, you will have compared a lot of the participants to each other, and the result should look something like the graph above (the color blue denotes the first pattern found).
[image: Grouping similar research participants together can be a laborious process, but it is worth every minute.]
Grouping similar participants together can be laborious, but it is worth every minute. Consider collaborating with other researchers to benefit from multiple perspectives and to discuss points of ambiguity or confusion. (Image: Vijay Kumar14)
This is where the difference between roles and personas comes into play. Even though the researcher interviewed many people who had the role of doctor, the participants had distinct patterns of responses, which will result in multiple personas with the role of doctor. Each unique pattern of behaviors and attitudes among participants should be represented by a unique persona.
6. Synthesize A Model Of Users
Now that you have groups of research participants who can be represented by different personas, decide how to describe those personas. During the interview and observation process, you might have heard responses or noticed behaviors that meaningfully characterize each research group. These common, average or dominant traits need to be captured in each persona.
[image: These personas are characterized by only a few key attributes that were derived from user interviews and/or observations.]
These personas are characterized by only a few key attributes derived from interviews or observation. This deliverable conveys a clear and concise vision of the designer’s users. (Image: Bolt | Peters15) (View large version16)
7. Produce A Document For Others
There is no one right way to create a persona document, but essential elements will need to be included. An effective persona document that communicates a model of users to others typically consists of the following:
•name,
•demographic,
•descriptive title,
•photograph,
•quote,
•a day-in-the-life narrative,
•end goals (explicit and tacit).
The persona document below clearly summarizes the research data. The main elements are the “Key Goals” and the “Day in the Life,” which are common to all well-made persona documents. Other elements, such as the “Quick Take on Fred” were included because of project requirements. Each project you work on will dictate a certain approach to producing persona documents.
[image: An example of a persona document that clearly communicates and summarizes research data.]
(Image: krizzeldibi17) (View large version18)
A robust persona really only needs seven pieces to help everyone on the team understand the essentials about a user. Other elements are usually added to a document to paint an even more vivid picture, such as needs and wants, responsibilities, motivations, attitudes, pain points (i.e. problems, frustrations or road blocks), notable behavior, and design imperatives (i.e. things that a design must do to satisfy this user).
You could add a myriad of other things to a persona document, but more isn’t always better. The document is usually one page, a limitation that forces you to focus on the essential elements, without distraction or fluff. If you can’t fit everything on one page, then consider a supplemental document of some sort. Just remember that, while you’ve been immersed in the data, others will usually only see the one page. If it’s much longer, people probably won’t read it all, let alone remember the information. Keep things as brief as possible, and focus on the most salient points.
If you’re looking for a jumpstart on creating persona documents, I highly recommend the persona poster by Christof Zürn19. The poster organizes and formats all of the important information that you’ll need to create an amazing one-page deliverable.
8. Socialize The Personas
By sharing the persona documents with others, you’re disseminating the knowledge that you’ve gained throughout this whole process. Consider presenting the personas to others in an engaging way, and give everyone the one-pager as a takeaway after the presentation.
[image: Though low in information density, these engaging persona posters a great reminder of who the personas are, and what they are like.]
Though low in information-density, these engaging posters are a great reminder of who the personas are and what they are like. (Image: MailChimp20)
The process outlined in this article is thorough and rigorous. It is based on years of refinement at Cooper and tweaked to my purposes. That being said, feel free to customize the process to fit your needs. Some parts can be simplified and even skipped after you’ve gained some experience. This is not the only way to create personas, but it is a great place to start. I hope you’ve found the process helpful.
Additional Resources
•“Understanding Your Users: Developing Personas21” (slidedeck), Shlomo Goltz
Use these presentation slides to kick off a persona creation project.
•“Provisional Personas: Workshop22” (slidedeck), Shlomo Goltz
This guide walks through the process of creating provisional personas.
•“The Persona Core Poster: A Service Design Tool23,” Christof Zürn
This template can be used to create a one-page deliverable.
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All You Need To Know About Customer Journey Mapping
By Paul BoagStories have defined our world. They have been with us since the dawn of communication, from cave walls to the tall tales recounted around fires. They have continued to evolve, with their purpose remaining the same: to entertain, to share common experiences, to teach and to pass on traditions.

Francisco Inchauste wrote those words1 on this website back in 2010. His post is just one of many on this website that talk about the power of storytelling to engage users.
But storytelling is not just a tool to engage users. It is also a powerful way to teach organizations more about their customers.
Most organizations are reasonably good at gathering data on their users. But data often fails to communicate the frustrations and experiences of customers. A story can do that, and one of the best storytelling tools in business is the customer journey map.
What Is A Customer Journey Map?
A customer journey map tells the story of the customer’s experience: from initial contact, through the process of engagement and into a long-term relationship.
It may focus on a particular part of the story or give an overview of the entire experience. What it always does is identify key interactions that the customer has with the organization. It talks about the user’s feelings, motivations and questions for each of these touchpoints.
It often provides a sense of the customer’s greater motivation. What do they wish to achieve, and what are their expectations of the organization?
A customer journey map takes many forms but typically appears as some type of infographic. Whatever its form, the goal is the same: to teach organizations more about their customers.
[image: A customer journey map takes many forms but typically appears as an infographic.]
A customer journey map takes many forms but typically appears as an infographic. (Image: Effective UI2) (View large version3)
It will come as no surprise that marketers often use customer journey maps. But more and more digital professionals are adopting them, too.
Why You Should Create Customer Journey Maps
A customer journey map is a powerful tool.
If you are a designer, it will help you to understand the context of users. You will gain a clear picture of where the user has come from and what they are trying to achieve.
If you write copy, it will help you to understand what questions users have and how they are feeling.
It gives managers an overview of the customer’s experience. They will see how customers move through the sales funnel. This will help them to identify opportunities to enhance the experience. The map will show how enhanced customer service can differentiate the organization’s digital experience.
For the user experience designer, a customer journey map helps to identify gaps, points in the customer experience that are disjointed or painful. These might be:
•gaps between devices, when a user moves from one device to another;
•gaps between departments, where the user might get frustrated.
•gaps between channels (for example, where the experience of going from social media to the website could be better).
Most of all, a customer journey map puts the user front and center in the organization’s thinking. It shows how mobile, social media and the web have changed customer behavior. It demonstrates the need for the entire organization to adapt.
It encourages people across the organization to consider the user’s feelings, questions and needs. This is especially important with digital products and services.
[image: Even the process of creating a customer journey map will help people to focus on the needs of users.]
Even the process of creating a customer journey map will help people to focus on the needs of users. (Image: Adaptive Path4)
With so many benefits, a customer journey map makes a lot of sense. But where do you start?
How To Research A Customer Journey Map
The process of creating a customer journey map has to begin with getting to know users.
Many organizations already have some information about users. In fact, you might meet resistance from those who feel that repeating this exercise would be a waste of time. This is why gathering existing research is a good start. Often, this research will be out of date or buried in a drawer somewhere.
By gathering existing research, you will see what the organization knows and how relevant that information is. This will placate those who are resistant, while potentially saving you some research effort.
There are two types of research: analytical and anecdotal.
Analytical Research
You can turn to many sources for data about users. The most obvious is website analytics, which provide a lot of information on where users have come from and what they are trying to achieve. It will also help you to identify points in the process where they have given up.
But be careful. Analytics are easy to read wrong. For example, don’t presume that a lot of clicks or long dwell times are a sign of a happy user. They could indicate that they are lost or confused.
Social media are also a useful source of data. Tools such as SocialMention5 tracks mentions of a brand and whether those mentions are positive or negative.
[image: Tools such as SocialMention help you gather data about how the brand is perceived.]
Tools such as SocialMention help you gather data about how the brand is perceived. (View large version6)
Search data also provides valuable insight into what users are looking for, revealing whether your existing website is providing the right information.
Finally, consider running a survey. This will help you build a more detailed picture of users’ questions, feelings and motivations.
Anecdotal Research
Although data can build a compelling case, it does not tell a story by itself. For that, you need anecdotes of user experiences. You can get these by speaking to users in interviews or on social media.
You will also discover that users volunteer experiences by posting them to social media. Be sure to collect these mentions because they will be a useful reference point in your final map.
Speaking to front-line staff who interact with customers daily, such as those in support and sales, is another useful way to understand customer needs.
The detail of the research will be constrained by your time and budget. If your organization has many different user groups, then creating detailed customer journeys for each might be hard. Therefore, focus the research on primary audiences.
You can make educated guesses about the customer journeys for secondary audiences. Do this by workshopping solutions with front-line staff and other internal stakeholders. Although this “quick and dirty” approach will not be as accurate, it is still better than nothing.
Be careful to make clear what has research behind it and what does not. Making many decisions based on assumptions is dangerous. Once management sees the benefits of research, they will be willing to spend more time on it.
With your research complete, it is time to create the map.
Presenting Your Customer Journey Map
As mentioned, there is no right or wrong way to produce a customer journey map. Normally, it will be some form of infographic with a timeline of the user’s experience. But it could just as easily be a storyboard or even a video.
[image: A customer journey map has no set form. Use whatever form that most clearly communicates the story.]
A customer journey map has no set form. Use whatever form most clearly communicates the story. (Image: Jonathan Lupo7) (View large version8)
The goal is to ensure that the user’s story remains front and center in people’s minds. Get a designer to produce the graphic to ensure it is as clear as possible and grabs people’s attention.
Whatever its form, the map should contain both statistical and anecdotal evidence. It should highlight users’ needs, questions and feelings throughout their interaction with the organization.
[image: Producing a clear map is a design job. Work with a designer to find the right approach.]
Producing a clear map is a design job. Work with a designer to find the right approach. (Image: Philips9)
Don’t make it too complex. It is easy to get caught up in the multiple routes a user might take. This will just muddy the story.
The graphic is not meant to map every aspect of the customer’s experience. Rather, it should tell a simple story to focus people’s attention on the customer’s needs.
Think of the customer journey map as a poster pinned to the office wall. At a glance, people should be able to see the key touchpoints that a user passes through. It should remind them that the customer’s needs must always be at the forefront of their thinking.
[image: The map should be clear and simple, something you could pin to the office wall.]
The map should be clear and simple, something you could pin to the office wall.
There are so many ways to approach the customer journey map. I would love to hear of any good examples you have seen.
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Facing Your Fears: Approaching People For Research
By Carolyn ChandlerWhen working on a project, have you ever felt that you and the rest of the team were making a lot of decisions based on assumptions? Having to make choices with limited information is not unusual  especially in complex projects or with brand new products.
Phrases like “We think people will use this feature because of X” or “We believe user group Y will switch to this product” become part of the early deliberation on what to develop and how to prioritize. At some point, though, these phrases start to feel like pure guesses and the ground under your feet feels shaky. What can you do about it?
Regardless of your role in the project, one activity in particular will help your whole team build a solid foundation for product strategy and design: that is, approaching potential users for research, such as interviews and usability tests.
Such research is an important aspect of user-centered design. It helps you build products that are rooted in a deep understanding of the target audience. Among other benefits, interviewing potential users helps you achieve the following:
•more precisely define who the target audience is (and isn’t),
•face and challenge your assumptions,
•uncover unmet needs,
•discover the behaviors and attitudes of potential users firsthand.
You can conduct informal yet valuable user research yourself with practice and with guidance from great sources like Steve Portigal’s Interviewing Users and Steve Krug’s Rocket Surgery Made Easy. One thing that stops a lot of people from trying their hand at research isn’t just lack of experience, but a fear of approaching people and asking for their time. This obstacle is greater than many would care to admit.
The Difficulty Of “Face To Face”
I was teaching an experience design class in high school when it really hit me. Students were engaged in the design process until they were told that they had to request interviews from strangers. The anxiety levels went through the roof! A look of shock covered their faces. Shortly after, two of the students asked to receive a failing grade on the activity rather than have to face strangers (a request that was not granted)!
This was no longer a case of time, opportunities, resources or priorities. The interviews were a part of the class and were considered essential. The students were presented with a clear set of expectations, provided with aid in planning and writing questions, and taken to the location (a college) to conduct the interviews.
When all of the usual obstacles were removed, what was laid bare? A strong fear of approaching strangers, made even stronger by the fact that so many interactions nowadays are done online, rather than face to face. Ask someone to create an online survey and they’re all over it  ask that same person to pose those same questions to a stranger face to face and they’ll freeze up.
One might assume that the problem afflicts only those in high school, but such a deep-seated reaction is felt by many working adults who are suddenly responsible for requesting something from strangers  even when the thing being requested is a relatively low commitment, like 10 minutes for an interview.
Are you at the point in a project when you would benefit from insights gained from face-to-face discussions with potential users but find yourself blocked by a fear of asking? Read on for techniques to help you approach people for research, the first step to gaining the knowledge you need.
“I’m Afraid I’ll Be Bothering People.”
I’m sure you’ve been approached by a stranger at one time or another. The negative occasions stand out the most, when you were annoyed or felt guilty because you didn’t want to say no to a request for money or personal information or a signature.
When a stranger approaches, the person being approached has several concerns at once:
•“Who is this person?”
•“Are they trying to scam me?”
•“Are they going to ask me for money?”
•“Are they going to ask me to sign something that I don’t agree with?”
•“Am I going to have to figure out how to get rid of them?”
•“How long is this going to take?”
Your memories of being approached could make you uncomfortable if you’re the one approaching others.
The good news is that approaching people for interviews can be a lot easier than requesting a donation. If you make it clear quickly that their time is voluntary and that you won’t ask for anything they don’t want to give, then you’ll generally get a positive response. After all, you’re not asking people for money, just for their time and attention. Time is valuable, but its value varies according to the person’s situation at that moment  and you can do certain things to communicate the value of agreeing to your request.
Increase the Value of Participation
Interview requests are accepted when participation is perceived to be as or more valuable than what the person is doing at the time. People calculate that value in their heads when you ask for their time.
[image: People calculate that value in their heads when you ask for their time.]
People calculate that value in their heads when you ask for their time. (Large version1)
Below are some of the factors that can swing the calculation in your favor.
Find the Right Time
If someone is in a rush to get somewhere, then making your research seem more valuable than their desire to get to their destination will probably be difficult. Someone who is walking briskly, looking tense and not making eye contact is not the ideal candidate.
Approach people who appear to be one or more of the following:
•Between tasks
If you’re asking about a particular activity, go to areas where people tend to be finishing up that activity, and talk to them as soon as they’re done with it. You’ll get a fresh perspective on the whole experience, and they likely won’t be in a rush to get to their next activity. For example, if you want to interview runners, wander the finish line of a race. Look for runners who are cooling down and checking out their swag but not yet heading home.
•Bored
Waiting in line, waiting for a bus or waiting for an elevator  if someone seems to be idly swiping their phone or staring off into space, they might actually welcome a distraction.
•Procrastinating
Some activities take a long time. The human brain needs a change of focus every now and then, and your research could be just the thing. If your target audience is students, visit a study area. When a student comes up for air, ask for some time. They might need the mental break!
Regardless of whom you approach, give them an idea of how long the interview will take (about 10 minutes, for example), so that they can do the mental math of calculating the value of saying yes.
Be Aware of Body Language
As mentioned, pay attention to the candidate’s body language. Do they seem tense? Are they frowning at their phone? Are they power-walking? They might be late for a meeting, so the timing would be wrong. Someone gazing around or strolling casually is a better bet. People on phones are a bit harder to read because many check their phone when bored or procrastinating  still, their facial expression might tell you whether they’re open to being interrupted for something more interesting.
Your own body language is important, too. Planting yourself in the middle of a person’s path and facing them squarely will come off as aggressive, likely triggering a negative reaction. They might feel like they’d have a hard time getting rid of you if they’re not comfortable with your request.
[image: Being aware of your own body language and the body langauge of others is important.]
Being aware of your own body language and the body langauge of others is important.
Approach within clear view, but from the side. Also, try angling your body slightly away from the person. You want to seem engaged but also make them feel like they could end the conversation if desired. This will give them a greater sense of control and increase the likelihood that they’ll give you those precious seconds you need to make your request.
Fostering Interest
The feeling one gets from participating in research can be rewarding in itself. Interest is one positive feeling that leads people to say yes to research, which you can emphasize when approaching strangers.
Mention early on that you’re conducting research, which makes clear that you’re not asking for money and tends to generate interest.
Being approached to participate in research is fairly unusual for most people. The fact that you’re conducting a study might inspire a healthy curiosity. People will often be curious about what topic is being researched, what kinds of questions might be asked, and what they might find out about themselves in answering. The prevalence of quizzes and personality tests online is a good indication of this interest; those researchers are gathering data from the tests, but many of the respondents feel like they are learning about themselves (and potentially others) by considering the questions being asked.
[image: People will often be curious about what topic is being researched, and what they might find out about themselves in answering.]
People will often be curious about what topic is being researched, and what they might find out about themselves in answering. (Image: Personal DNA2) (View large version3)
The person might not be expecting to learn whether they’re a “benevolent inventor” or an ENFP4 by the end of the interview, but they might still find your questions interesting to consider.
Will the interviewees be shown something that others don’t have access to yet, like a new product or campaign? If so, bring that up quickly. It really boosts curiosity!
Furthermore, people might be flattered that you’re interested in their thoughts and opinion. Build on that! If there’s a reason you approached that person, share it. If you’re interviewing people about healthy food choices near a health food store and you stop someone who has just purchased something at the store, you could mention that their interest in health is one reason you approached them. Stick to obvious observations  you don’t want to come across as creepy!
Fostering Goodwill
Donating to a cause feels good, and volunteering time for research is no different. If your efforts are for a worthy result, like making texting easier for the elderly, share that benefit.
Another magic phrase? “I’m a student.” If you are, say so quickly to allay the person’s suspicion about your motive. Your effort on the path of learning will appeal to their goodwill.
If you’re not a student and your topic doesn’t sound particularly socially relevant, people might still be willing to help out if they connect with you. If you’re friendly and enthusiastic about the topic, then they’re more likely to say yes.
To keep the goodwill flowing, express your gratitude for their time and thoughts. Let them know before and after the interview that their time will have a great impact on the success of the research.
Offer Incentives
This one might seem the most obvious: You can increase the value of participation by offering an incentive. A $10 or $20 gift card from a popular vendor like Amazon or Starbucks can incline someone to accept a 15 to 30 minute interview. As the inconvenience to the participant increases, so should the incentive  whether that inconvenience is the length of the interview, the location or the time of day.
The incentive doesn’t have to be monetary. Be creative in what you offer. It could be access to a service that most people don’t have or a fun gadget that’s related to your topic (like a pedometer if the topic is health).
Offering an incentive can be useful, but don’t let it turn into a crutch. The point is to get comfortable with approaching people; associating a cost with that adds pressure that you don’t need. Learning to request participation without an incentive  and learning to increase the perceived value of participation without one  will take the cost out of the equation. Nevertheless, if you’re conducting formal research with a specific audience for a lengthy period of time, offering an incentive is definitely a best practice.
“I’m Afraid Of Rejection.”
Rejection is people’s number one fear when approaching strangers. Hearing no has always been difficult, whether it’s a polite no or an angry no followed by a rant. Either way, it stings. Your response to that sting, though, is what matters. How do you explain the rejection to yourself, and does your explanation help or hurt you?
Martin Seligman, one of the originators of positive psychology, conducted a study in the ’70s that gives insight into the types of mindsets that make people feel helpless. Seligman found that those who exhibit long-term “learned helplessness” tend to view negative events as being personal, pervasive and permanent. In other words, if a person is rejected, they might rationalize that the rejection is a result of their own failing, that everyone else is likely to reject them as well, and that they can do nothing to lessen the likelihood of rejection.
[image: Your mindset is important.]
Your mindset is important. (Image:  Leathers Milligan5)
When you prepare to approach someone, consider instead that, if they say no, they aren’t really rejecting you, but rather rejecting your request. It’s not personal. Maybe they’re in the middle of something, or maybe they’re just not in the mood to talk. The rejection is fleeting, and the next person might be perfectly happy to participate.
Even knowing this, your first attempt will be the most difficult. Think of it like jumping into a pool: The initial shock is certain, but you’ll quickly get used to the water and will be swimming in no time!
Turn It Into a Game
When my brother was in college, he had a friend  let’s call him Bob  who had been single for a long time. Bob wanted to develop his ability to approach a woman and strike up a conversation, but he constantly froze up because of his fear of rejection.
One night at a lively bar, the two of them decided to make a game of it. If an approach led to a conversation  fantastic! He got 1 point. If the approach led to rejection, he still got 1 point for making the attempt. This turned failure into a small win and encouraged Bob to try and try again. The person with the most points at the end of the night won a free drink from the other. This shifted the focus and value onto the attempt, not the result.
Try this technique with someone who also wants to practice approaching people for research. Award a point for each approach, and reward the winner. Choose a prize that you both value but that doesn’t outweigh the good feeling of a successful approach. Not that you want to be turned down, but it helps to have a reward for plucking up the courage to try.
Variation: Football Rules
If you find the incentive to approach is still not enough, award a field goal (3 points) for every unsuccessful approach and a touchdown (7 points) for each successful one. Because interviews take time, the person who is trailing in points could pull ahead even if they’re mostly getting rejections.
“Only Extroverts Are Good At This.”
Google tells us that an introvert is “a shy, reticent and typically self-centered person.” Not a pretty picture! (An extrovert is defined as “an outgoing, overtly expressive person”  a more positive description, at least in the US).
Introversion has been erroneously associated with characteristics like being “bad with people” or being unsuccessful in approaching others.
In psychology, the field that gave us the terms “introvert” and “extrovert” (thanks to Carl Jung), the definitions are fairly different. The focus is on how people recharge their energy. Introverts tend to recharge by spending time with their own thoughts and feelings; extroverts recharge with external stimulation, such as time with friends or adventures in new destinations.
Jung stated that, “There is no such thing as a pure introvert or extrovert. Such a person would be in the lunatic asylum.” We all fall somewhere along the continuum. It turns out that some of the most fantastic researchers out there fall almost in the middle (called “ambiverts”). They balance an extrovert’s drive to interact others with an introvert’s skill in observation and reflection.
Daniel Pink explores this in his book To Sell is Human, which summarizes a variety of studies that find no link between high extroversion and major success in sales. (Pink defines sales as “persuading, convincing and influencing others to give up something they’ve got in exchange for what we’ve got”  a broad definition that could include asking someone to give up their time to participate in research.)
[image: There is no link between high extroversion and major success in sales.]
There is no link between high extroversion and major success in sales. (Large version6)
In fact, in the studies Pink cites, such as one by Adam Grant of the University of Pennsylvania, the highly extroverted  who tend to talk too much and listen too little  performed only slightly better than the highly introverted. Who did the best by far? The ambiverts, who balanced a drive to connect with an ability to observe and inspect.
[image: Ambiverts are good sellers because they balance a drive to connect with an ability to observe and inspect.]
Ambiverts are good sellers because they balance a drive to connect with an ability to observe and inspect. (Large version7)
If you consider yourself an introvert, then you’re probably relieved to hear that you don’t have to swing to the other side of the scale to be successful in interviews. You can use your skill in observation to pay attention to the environment and identify people to approach. You might need to tap into your extroverted side to approach someone, but once the conversation begins, you can call on your skill in observing and listening intently. With practice, this introverted quality will become an important part of the process that leads to the payoff: generating important insights.
Let’s explore a few techniques to ease gently into the ambiversion zone, exercising your interviewing muscles!
Practice Playfully
Practice your requests with a friendly audience and in a comfortable location to make the experience more playful and less stressful. Learning and playing go together!
Set challenges for yourself that expand your skills but that don’t have serious consequences. Instead of waiting for an intense, highly visible project at work to make your first attempt at approaching people, give yourself a short interview challenge. Pick a friendly location and choose a topic of research that would be of interest to most interview candidates and whose results you would not formally present.
Can you think of a local restaurant or cafeteria? Try interviewing its employees about their experience with the lunchtime rush to identify ways to better manage lines (of course, wait until after the rush to approach them). Taking a taxi? Interview the cab driver about their use of technology and how it has changed in the last three years. Do this as though you were conducting research for a real project (for example, ask to interview them, rather than launching right into your questions).
Here are two introductions you can practice:
“Excuse me! I’m a student, and today I’m conducting research on ways to improve transportation information for commuters. Hearing about your experience would be really valuable. Do you have 10 minutes to answer some questions?”

“Hi! We’re conducting some research today. Would you like to be interviewed on your lunchtime eating habits? It’ll take about 10 minutes, and your thoughts will help us improve the availability of nutritional information.”

Make It Meaningful
Whether you’re interviewing for practice or for work, tap into the aspects of the topic that make it deeply meaningful and personal to you. Genuine enthusiasm for a topic is hard to fake and will override fear to a large extent.
Remember the high-school students who were so afraid of approaching people? The class ended up going through the research process a second time with different topics. Instead of being told to interview college students about financial planning, students picked their own topics, like helping other students complete their homework, eating healthier meals and handling peer pressure.
The class picked students to interview, a mixture of friends and strangers. Because they were passionate about the topics (and had practiced once already), the second round of requests was much easier.
Likewise, consider practicing with more than one round of interviews:
•Round 1
Choose a topic that you know will be of interest to the people you’re interviewing.
•Round 2
Choose a topic that you’re passionate about. (Try to be objective, though!)
•Round 3
Take on a challenge for a product or project with support from other team members. (See the section below, “Pair Up Personalities,” for an example.)
If you’re on a team that wants even more practice, you could take turns suggesting practice challenges for each other. The more you practice, the easier it gets  promise!
Pair Up Personalities
If you consider yourself an introvert, pair up with someone who considers themselves an extrovert, and play to each other’s strengths for the first few interviews.
Using your observational skill, you could identify candidates to interview, and the extrovert could approach the first three people.
After the first three or four approaches, take a break and share your techniques with each other. You could share your insight from observing the environment and suggest tips on which people in which location might be best to approach. The extrovert could share tips on conversation openers that seem to be working well. When you’re both comfortable, switch roles to exercise the other’s skills.
This method situates you as mentors to each other, bringing you both closer to the middle of the introversion-extroversion scale.
Go Face To Face
Now that you’ve learned some techniques to get started, don’t let another week go by without trying one of them out! A good first step? Think of topics that you’re passionate about, the ones that are intriguing enough to propel you forward. You’ll find that the skills you develop will give you confidence to pursue the answers you need, leading you to better experiences for yourself and others.
Resources
•AdventuresXD8
has sample challenges that you can work with.
—
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Considerations When Conducting User Research In Other Countries: A Brazilian Case Study
By Claire CarlsonFollowing a recent economic windfall1, Brazilians are faced with more choices of how to spend their money. This provides a situation for good UX to make a huge impact and sway customers to buy new products or services. Companies inside and outside Brazil are interested in capturing a part of this new market.
My company, Blink UX, had the opportunity to conduct in-home user interviews in São Paulo on behalf of a Brazilian real estate company called Zap Imóveis2. This project provided me with invaluable insider knowledge on how to best conduct in-home user interviews in Brazil and, more broadly, how to conduct field research in foreign countries using the same underlying principles.
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Construction in the growing Morumbi neighborhood of São Paulo.
To understand target users’ approach to the process, we interviewed eight people who had either just bought a home or were looking for a home. It made sense to interview people where they lived for this study; seeing their neighborhoods and the characteristics of their homes helped us better understand their motivations for buying homes in general and what they looked for in their next home. For example, security is an issue in most parts of São Paulo, which is why ‘24-hour doorman’ was a popular search criterion for apartments. Many homes where there is not a doorman on duty have metal bars on the front door, which made it hard for us to knock. Instead, we would clap loudly outside the door to let a participant know we were there. This, among many other cultural nuances, could only be truly understood by immersing ourselves in the user’s environment. 
This article presents my tips for foreigners planning to conduct in-home user interviews in Brazil, including parallels with research in India, China, and Spain.
Start The Planning And Visa Application Process Early 
Before the project officially landed we were already investigating applying for visas. The process comprises many steps (in my case, I needed to collect ten different pieces of documentation to prove that I was, in fact, planning to do business in Brazil). If you’re traveling to Brazil with a passport from North America, Asia, or Africa, you’re going to need to start the visa process3 right away.
We needed to rush order my visa, which set us back about $1,000 USD, because we were going to travel soon after the project started. For anybody who has a few weeks to wait to get a visa then feel free to mail it to a consulate. If you’re like me and need to rush order your visa, your application will need to be hand-delivered to a Brazilian embassy or consulate. This is likely inconvenient for most people because you won’t find embassies and consulates in every city. The good news is that there are a lot of companies out there that will deliver your paperwork for you.
Partner With A Great Local Firm
We needed to find a research firm to help us moderate the interviews and we needed to find it fast. Within four days, we interviewed three companies via Skype to understand their processes, experience, and services. We knew a contact at one of the firms and found the other two through an Internet search. At the end of the interview process, we decided to partner with Insitum4, an innovation consulting company which we learned about through an existing contact. We chose them because they had extensive experience with ethnographic research and seemed thoroughly excited about working with us. The day after signing the contract they were already helping us with study planning.
Insitum exposed us to cultural nuances we needed to consider during the research and future design phases. We learned nearly as much from the Insitum team as we did from the research itself. On our way to interviews, they gave us background information on how the neighborhood we were visiting had evolved in recent years. This helped us better understand the perspective of the participants who we interviewed. For example, we interviewed a participant who lived in an area where crime had increased rapidly in the previous few months, so we understood why she was looking to move into a new apartment so quickly.
Hosting three to four strangers in your home is awkward, especially when you’re telling them about very personal things such as your dream home. Our research partners made participants feel at ease. They brought expertise to the table that we simply wouldn’t have been able to achieve by communicating with participants through a translator without a native moderator. I am confident that Insitum’s presence contributed to how open participants were with us, and helped us capture high-quality data.
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Interviewing participants in their homes.
Remember that when selecting a research partner you’re not only looking for a team with expertise in gathering data, you also want to consider how they can help you synthesize and report the data. They are likely to catch themes you will not simply because they are more familiar with the culture. It is important to discuss the strategy for reporting data well in advance because what is considered standard to one party could be considered non-standard to another. Tip: The size of the research firm doesn’t matter. My colleagues who have conducted research in Brazil, Spain, Japan, Germany, India, and the UK all agree that even small and independent foreign firms produce very high-quality work.
Hire A Real-Time Translator
I cannot stress highly enough the value of a high-quality translator. Neither my colleague nor I spoke Portuguese. We knew we needed someone to moderate the interviews, and we knew it would be important for us to be able to ask follow-up questions. We requested that when each of the three firms sent us a quote they included the cost of a real-time translator for ten 90-minute sessions. The quotes for translation ranged from $5,600 to $8,500 USD and it was worth every penny. The translator has a unique role not to be confused with someone who is simply fluent in two languages. Experienced translators are able to comprehend and verbalize meaning very quickly. If the subject matter of your study is very specific, like healthcare for example, you need to find a translator with experience translating on those topics.
The real-time translation worked just about as you think it would if you were at the United Nations. The participant, moderator, translator, and myself would all sit around the participant’s kitchen table or in their living room. The translator wore a headset with a microphone and would speak very softly in English, which would come through on my headphones. The speech was very nearly real-time and incredibly effective  most importantly, it didn’t disrupt the conversation between the participant and the moderator.
It was imperative for us to understand exactly what was said. There were many colloquial phrases that did not have direct translations into English. For example, one participant used a common Brazilian phrase that goes something like, “If a cat gets burned once he will never get burned again.” The participant followed up by saying “Good luck translating that one!” Our translator did a great job helping us understand these colloquial phrases, which in turn helped me better understand the participant’s reactions. Make sure you use a translator who comes recommended  and remember that Brazilian Portuguese is different from European Portuguese.
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Real-time translation.
Limit The Number Of Observers And Make Sure Your Client Observes A Few Sessions
It’s always a good idea for clients to observe user interviews because watching in real time usually means they are more focused and catch more detail  it’s easy to get distracted by other tasks when watching a recording on a laptop after the fact. However, there is such a thing as too many observers. Aim to bring only two to four people to each interview, otherwise the participant can feel overwhelmed and uncomfortable. If you’re not fluent in Portuguese then two of those people will likely be the moderator and translator; beyond that, plan to either bring a client observer or colleague, but not both.
This goes for research in other countries as well. My colleague recently conducted in-home user interviews in Hyderabad, India where participant homes were very small. In addition, it’s typical for extended families to live under one roof in India (parents, kids, aunts, uncles, grandparents). In her case she could only bring one observer to each session because there simply wasn’t enough space for a third person to sit.
Plan More Time Than You Think You Need Between Interviews
If you ever find yourself in São Paulo conducting interviews in varied locations, plan at least 90 minutes between interviews to navigate traffic. Similarly, if you are conducting a lab study, I also recommend planning extra time between sessions to account for participants who are running late because of traffic. In 2013, CNN published an article5 noting that São Paulo is the “seventh most congested city in the world.” It didn’t take long for us to understand just how bad it was. On one occasion Google Maps informed us that it would normally take 22 minutes to get to our next interview, but in current traffic it would take over an hour. Unexpectedly, this was one of the most important takeaways from the trip because it helped us understand why locals are so motivated to find homes near the subway.
Over-Recruit In Anticipation Of No-Shows
Owing to heavy traffic congestion and a generally laid-back culture, participants cancelling interviews or starting very late is not uncommon. We had a couple of last minute cancellations that we struggled to fill until the very end. It would have been a major missed opportunity to not reach our quota after spending so much time, energy and money to travel to Brazil and plan for the research. For these reasons you need to over-recruit your study. Plan to tack on an extra couple of participants for every 10 whom you would normally recruit and be prepared to go with the flow. Trust me, it’s worth the expense to have that security. My colleague avoided this problem during his research in Brazil by setting aside a half-day at the end of the study that he could fill with people who needed to reschedule. Below are additional tips about recruiting:
Incentives
When recruiting, you will want to encourage candidates to participate with some sort of compensation. Our research partner explained in some cases this could be a bottle of high-quality liquor. For our study we used $190 USD as the incentive. If you go the cash route, you will want to make sure the amount reflects both the duration and location of the interview. Our interviews were 90 minutes each, so a 60-minute interview might be $125 USD. Similarly, it would be appropriate to compensate participants more for in-home research rather than lab research because they are allowing you and your colleagues to visit their homes.
Class Structure
Brazil is different from the U.S. in that they have a well-defined and widely understood class structure based on income level6. Levels range from A (the super rich) to E (the very poor). Don’t be afraid to ask candidates what class level they fall into when you’re recruiting. We were looking for a mix in class levels, yet wanted to focus on those who would likely search for homes online; thus we recruited participants from A, B and C level classes. When you’re in Brazil, the class structure will become clearer when you see extremely low-income communities side-by-side with the super rich, especially in urban areas. Note: it may be easier to recruit participants in A, B and C classes since it is more likely that they have a phone where you can reach them.
Geography
Participants were intentionally recruited from among different types of neighborhoods across the city of São Paulo. Because the economy was improving rapidly across the board, low-income families were moving into the homes of middle-income families and middle-income families were moving into the homes of high-income families. A majority of Brazil was affected and, in turn, a majority of Brazil’s population were target users of the Zap website. We also sought a mix of single people, families, and couples. 
Holidays
Consider that Brazilians celebrate a lot of holidays where offices and businesses are closed. Make sure you familiarize yourself with these dates so you don’t risk trying to recruit participants during the week of Carnival, for example.
Keep An Open Mind During Your Research For Unexpected Lessons
It turned out that our unfamiliarity with Brazilian culture was an enormous advantage for us because it allowed us to approach the project with open minds. For example, people use maps in a different way in Brazil than we do in the States  among the eight participants we interviewed, most explained that landmarks are more important than geographical direction. A cab driver wouldn’t tell you to walk a half-mile north, he would tell you to keep walking until you get to that really busy intersection with a gas station.
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Interviewing participants in their homes.
We couldn’t assume we understood behavior based on our experience in our labs back home. This is why in-person, in-home research was imperative. My tip for you: don’t assume that behaviors or interaction trends you’ve seen among participants in your own country would translate to a Brazilian audience. For that matter, don’t assume behaviors or interaction trends apply for any study. Even our Brazilian client was proven wrong once or twice: They informed us that Zap’s users are not interested in using maps at all; however, nearly all participants explained that they liked to view a property on a map before they visit a home to get an understanding of the surrounding area.
Learn About Brazilian Customs And Culture
It is always a good idea to learn about the customs and culture of the country you’re visiting7. Here are a few observations I made while I was there that those new to UX research in Brazil might find helpful:
Greetings
As in many European countries, physical closeness is more prominent than in countries like the U.S8. It is traditional for Brazilians to kiss each other on the cheek once upon first meeting, even in professional settings. You can expect to greet participants in this way especially for in-home research. For Americans this may take a little getting used to, but rest assured, Brazilians are extremely friendly people and will make you feel at ease. Of the participants and members of the research team that we interacted with, every single one of them was very friendly and open. Strangers talk like old friends. I witnessed this first-hand during the interviews and it helped us gather some extremely valuable findings.
Building Trust
Building trust is important for in-home research in any country. In Brazil, relationships and loyalty are incredibly important to building trust. Make an effort to build relationships with your participants, research partners, and clients in Brazil by not rushing them into making decisions or by making recommendations without fully understanding the problem. Building trust will be different in different countries. During an India-based study, my colleague learned that building trust requires equality between the participant and the researcher  that means equality in socioeconomic status and in dress. Similarly, it was important that at least one female researcher was present any time they interviewed a female participant. Whatever country you’re visiting, be sure to find out ahead of time how to build trust with the people you will be interacting with.
Portuguese
English is not spoken as widely in Brazil as you might think and locals often appreciate it when you put the effort into learning a few common phrases. That goes for people at restaurants and shops, and the participants you interview. Each time we entered a participant’s home we greeted them by saying “Obrigada por me receber em sua casa,” which means “Thank you for having me in your home.”
Working Late
You may end up working late into the night on research days. The workday in Brazil typically ends around 19:00, so catching the after-work participants may mean you don’t get to your hotel until 22:00 or later.
Technology
Social networking is a big deal in Brazil. The Wall Street Journal reported9 that in September 2012, Brazilians spent 208% more time on Facebook than they did one year earlier. This “sharing culture” translates to in-person interactions as well. You can expect to hear participants explain that they rarely make decisions about what house to buy or even what T-shirt to buy without consulting with family, friends, and their contacts on social media.
Lastly, don’t expect to see a lot of new devices. Tariffs on imported technology are extremely high (an iPhone costs three or four times what it does in the U.S.), so many Brazilians use mid-to-low end Windows and Android devices. Similarly, don’t assume your participants will use the same digital tools for tasks like email, shopping, or information gathering. My colleague conducted in-home research in multiple countries and discovered that in Shanghai, China, where online help content was minimal, participants relied on other sources such as print articles; whereas in Barcelona, Spain, the help content was very robust and relied upon heavily. 
Conclusion
The findings from our research informed a redesign of Zap’s web experience. As a UX consultancy, sometimes it takes years to see the impact of our work out in the wild, which is why, one year after we finished the project, it was especially rewarding to hear our client say “the main KPI for this project, which is leads per visits, has improved 35% since we launched the new design.”
The site’s success would have been impossible if we had simply been given research data collected by a third party. We needed to be there to see how bad traffic was, to see the look on someone’s face when he told us how frustrating it was to find a new home, and to see the client’s reaction to participants’ comments. There is tremendous value in immersing yourself in research abroad. I hope the lessons I learned will help you prepare to take the leap.
In summary, if you’re new to in-home user research in Brazil, keep the following in mind:
•Start the planning and visa application process early
•Partner with a great local firm
•Hire a real-time translator 
•Limit the number of observers to four, but make sure your client observes a few sessions
•Over-recruit in anticipation of no-shows
•Plan more time than you think you need between sessions
•Keep an open mind during your research for unexpected learnings
•Learn about Brazilian customs and culture before you go
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How To Run User Tests At A Conference
By Daniel SaubleUser testing is hard. In the world of agile software development, there’s a constant pressure to iterate, iterate, iterate. It’s difficult enough to find time to design, let alone get regular feedback from real users.
For many of us, the idea of doing formal user testing, is a formidable challenge. There are many reasons why: you don’t have enough lead time; you can’t find enough participants, or the right type of participant; you can’t convince your boss to spend the money.
In spite of this, user testing is the best way to improve your designs. If you rely on anecdotal data, or your own experience, you can’t design a great solution to your user’s problems. User testing is vital. But how do you make the case for it and actually do it?
What Is User Testing?
Let me start by defining what user testing is, and what it is not.
User Testing Is
•Formal
Your goal is to get qualitative feedback on a single design iteration from multiple participants. By keeping the sessions identical (or as similar to one another as possible), you’ll be able to suss out the commonalities between them.
•Observational
Users don’t know what they need. Asking them what they want is rarely a winning strategy. Instead, you’re better off being a silent observer. Give them an interactive design and watch them perform real tasks with it.
•Experimental
At the core of any user study is a small set of three to five design hypotheses. The goal of your study is to validate or invalidate those hypotheses. The next iteration of the design will change accordingly.
User Testing Is Not
•Ad-hoc
Don’t accept what a single person says at face value. Until you get signal from several people that a design is flawed, withhold judgment. Once five or six participants have given consistent feedback, change the design.
•Interrogative
Interviews are useful for learning about users, their roles, and their experiences. But keep it brief. Interviews tend to put the focus on what people say they do, not what they actually do.
•Quantitative
Because the sample size is small, you can’t make strong statistical extrapolations based on numbers alone. If you care about numbers, look into surveys, telemetry, and self-guided usability tests instead.
What Is A User Study?
A user study is a research project. It starts with a small set of design questions. You take those questions, reformulate them as hypotheses, devise a plan for validating the hypotheses, and conduct five or six user tests. Once done, you summarize the results and decide on next steps. If the findings were clear, you might make improvements to the design. If the findings were unclear, you might conduct an additional study.
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You won’t get it right the first time. Test your design, iterate, and repeat. (Image: raneko1)
A Good User Study Has Clear and Measurable Outcomes
If you have clear expectations, it will be much easier to take action on what you learn. This is often accomplished with hypotheses: testable statements you assume to be true for the purposes of validation. Examples of good hypotheses include:
•Users can add an item to their shopping cart and check out within five minutes.
•Users want to click on server-related error messages to see additional details.
•Users are not frustrated by the lack of a dashboard in the product.
A Good User Study Is Easy to Facilitate
This is especially important if you are not the facilitator. If the facilitator is inexperienced with user testing, you’ll need to provide a test script which is easy to understand, keeps the test on track, and explains what you are trying to learn from the test.
A Good User Study Must Be Sufficiently Detailed and Interactive
If you want to measure a user’s reaction to an on-screen animation, you probably need a coded prototype. If you need to decide whether a particular screen can be omitted from the final design, a set of PSD mockups will do. Needless to say, this is a lot of moving pieces. Effective user studies are rigorous, and rather expensive to pull off as a result. If you cut corners, you may second-guess your results and need to run another study to be sure.
Self-Evaluation
That’s what user testing is. Now, ask yourself the following questions:
•Do you conduct user tests?
•Are they a regular part of your practice?
•Would you like to do more of them?
•What’s keeping you from doing more of them?
I ask these questions often. It’s amazing how few of us do user testing with any consistency, myself included. Everyone wishes they did more of it. That’s both a problem and an opportunity.
User Testing In An Agile World
The agile mantra is “fail fast, fail early”. The faster you fail, the faster you’ll converge on the right solution. This equates to a lot of tight iterations. Agile teams traditionally have two-week sprints, with the goal of releasing a running (read: testable) build at the end of each sprint.
Great, right? The problem is that this leaves very little time to validate a design, summarize the results, and do just-in-time design for the next iteration. Recruiting can take a week in itself, to say nothing of the testing.
And that’s not tenable. At most, you’ll have a few days to get some actionable insights before the next iteration starts. How might we solve this problem?
Let’s make a few assumptions:
•Five iterations from the start to the end of the design process.
•Five participants in each user test (25 participants for all iterations).
•Four designs in flight simultaneously (five iterations each, 100 participants in total).
One way to solve the problem of getting out in front is to validate multiple iterations before any software is built. Not every design needs a live-code prototype to validate it. Sometimes, a clickable Balsamiq PDF is enough. Now, we’ve shifted the problem. The number of design iterations (and the number of test participants) is the same as before, but you can get a lot further before engineering starts building anything. You just need a lot of participants, fast.
User Testing At Conferences
Unless you’re lucky enough to design a product that millions of people use, recruiting can be a challenge. Since I design software for system administrators, the best place to get qualitative feedback in a matter of days is at an IT conference.
The basic steps are:
1. Pick a conference
2. Write some studies
3. Set up your booth
4. Analyze the results (in real time)
5. Iterate on the design
6. Rinse and repeat
Obviously, you’ll need help, so bring some volunteers with you. Also, don’t expect to nail this the first time you try it. Give yourself a chance to make mistakes and learn from them.
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Conferences: the best place to conduct a lot of user tests in a very short amount of time. (Image: LeWeb2)
The number of times you can iterate depends on what you’re learning. If you’re learning a lot, keep going. If you’re running into tool limitations, it might be time to stop and have your development team build you a live-code prototype.
Bonus: if you have software development skills, you might be able to build a prototype yourself. Better yet, bring some developers with you.
Disclaimer: I’ve done conference-based user testing twice, and haven’t entirely nailed these steps (even though we’ve made great strides in the right direction). It might take a few tries to get it right.
Attempt #1: PuppetConf 2012
Once a year, Puppet Labs hosts PuppetConf, a tech conference for IT professionals. In 2012, it was held at the Mission Bay Conference Center in San Francisco and 750 people attended.
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Mission Bay Conference Center at UCSF, the site of our 2012 user testing. (Image: Greentech Media3)
Two of us prepared five studies and set up three user testing stations in a high-traffic hallway. Each user testing station consisted of a laptop, a stack of test scripts and NDAs, and a volunteer to help facilitate the tests. We had about 16 volunteers, and ran 50 user tests.
This was a great experience, but we didn’t get much actionable research out of it. Our focus was on data gathering. We didn’t bother to analyze that data until weeks after the conference, which meant it had gathered dust. In addition, the things we tested weren’t on our product roadmap, so the research wasn’t timely anyway.
Attempt #2: PuppetConf 2013
In 2013, we repeated our user testing experiment. That year, it was held in the Fairmont San Francisco hotel and 1,200 people attended.
Five of us prepared six studies and set up three user testing stations in a room adjacent to a high-traffic hallway. We added dedicated lapel mics and three-ring binders to keep our scripts organized. With the same number of volunteers (16), we ran almost twice as many user tests (95).
This year was vastly more successful than the previous year. We pulled analysis into the event itself, so we got actionable data more quickly than before.
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Fairmont San Francisco, the site of our 2013 user testing. (Image: Brad Coy4)
Unfortunately, we didn’t go the extra step of iterating on what we learned during the conference. Our product wasn’t affected until months later. It was a step in the right direction, but too slow to be considered agile.
What Did We Learn?
In 2012, we made a large number of mistakes, but we learned from those mistakes, improved our tests and testing process, and doubled both the quality and quantity of the tests in 2013. So, don’t be afraid of failing. A poor user testing experience will only help you learn and improve for next time.
Here are some of my observations from those experiences.
Conferences Let You Cut the Fat out of Recruiting
Recruiting is very time-consuming. We have a full-time position on our research team at Puppet for that very purpose. But at conferences, people are already present and willing to engage with you. All you need to do is show up.
In a typical user study, we send out a screener email to 50100 people in our testing pool. A lot of people won’t respond, and of those who do, only some will meet the requirements for the test. It takes time to get enough valid responses, and sometimes we have to widen the net, which takes more time.
Conferences Let You Validate Your Entire Roadmap
In both years we had more interest in testing than we could facilitate. In 2013, the 95 participants who tested with us were far more than we needed.
If you decide to conduct self-guided, quantitative usability tests, you can run even more tests. In 2014, our research team had over 200 people take a single usability test.
Conferences Are Chaotic, But Process Can Help
In 2012, we had a simple four-stage process: greet, recruit, test, and swag.
1. Greet
Every time someone came to our booth, we had a greeter volunteer who said Hi and told them what we were doing.
2. Recruit
Next, we asked if they wanted to join our Puppet Test Pilot pool for testing opportunities throughout the year. If so, we scanned their badge.
3. Test
If we had a test station available, we asked if they wanted to take a 1520 minute user test. If so, the greeter introduced the participant to a facilitator at one of the stations.
4. Swag
At the end of the testing, we thanked each participant, and gave them a limited edition T-shirt and a signed copy of Pro Puppet.
This process worked well, but there were a couple of obvious holes. First, we didn’t have a good screening process, so there was no guarantee that a participant was a good match for the tests. Second, we didn’t have a plan to quickly learn from the tests and act accordingly (see: agile).
To correct these shortcomings, we introduced two additional steps in our 2013 testing process: greet, recruit, screen, test, swag and analyze.
•Screen
At the beginning of the testing process, the facilitator asked the participant six questions, one for each user test. If the answer was yes, we knew they’d be a good match for the test.
•Analyze
At the end of the testing process, the facilitator filled out a short form. Each user test was allocated a text field, with the study hypotheses alongside. The facilitator entered their notes, and marked the validity of each hypothesis.
Conferences Allow Your Competitors to Snoop
We used NDAs to counteract this. As an unintended side-effect, they made the testing seem more exclusive and special, so participants were eager to sign them.
In 2013, we switched from paper to digital forms, via DocuSign. From a logistical standpoint, this was a great move. We didn’t have to keep track of loose stacks of paper after the conference. On the other hand, the signing workflow was rather cumbersome. People had to sign their initials three times and click multiple times to complete the NDA.
Conferences Are a Great Way to Build User Empathy
Ultimately, user testing is about people, not testing. Both years, we recruited volunteers from non-UX departments within the company: engineering, product, marketing, and sales. It was great to give these people an opportunity to engage with our users over real problems.
And it goes both ways. People love to talk about their job, their pain points, and how your product or service falls short of easing that pain. No, anecdotal data isn’t terribly useful in a design context, but it can help you build a mental model of real-world problems.
Conferences + User Testing Is a Scary Combination
As I mentioned, we recruited volunteers from non-UX teams. Many of those volunteers had never conducted user tests before. It was a nerve-wracking experience for many of them.
In 2013, we instituted a training process to get our volunteers up to speed more quickly. To do this, we instituted a series of training meetings.
In the first meeting, we got everyone in the same room and talked through the testing process and the tests at a high level. Next, we broke up into small groups of two or three people apiece. In these groups, we had volunteers practice facilitating the tests with each other. The test author attended these as well, to spot areas in need of improvement or clarification.
If our volunteers were still nervous about the prospect of user testing, we met with them personally. In some cases, we convinced them to push forward and run user tests anyway. In other cases, we moved them to a less demanding role, usually the role of a greeter.
Conferences Are a Black Hole for Data
In the first year, one of our three test laptops was mysteriously wiped of data. The second year, two of our laptops were stolen. We lost all of the test recordings on those machines.
The silver lining was the post-test analysis we did in 2013. Because our facilitators took such rigorous notes, and saved those notes to the cloud, we retained the data, even though the actual recordings were lost.
Process Is King, But Organization Is Queen
Keeping things digital as much as possible helps. If you must use paper, don’t use manilla folders. Instead, use three-ring binders with labels to keep your papers collated.
On the digital side of things, consider having a single folder where all conference-related documents and data live. Use tools like Dropbox or Box to keep everything synchronized across machines. Having local copies is critical, in case the network goes down, which it probably will.
Use Retrospectives to Learn and Improve
After the conference, hold a meeting with the core testing team. For the first five or ten minutes, write ideas on sticky notes. These ideas should take the form of things to stop doing, keep doing, or try doing. Put these stickies on a whiteboard, under the appropriate column (keep, stop, or try).
Once everyone runs out of ideas, pick a volunteer. This person groups the stickies by theme (e.g. “communication”, “process”, “people”). Ideally, everything boils down to three to five groups. For each group, find an actionable way to improve that area, then assign each action item to a member of the group. It becomes that person’s responsibility to own it.
Should You Add Conferences To Your Toolbox?
Having done this a couple of times, it’s clear that there are pros and cons. No user testing tool or technique is a cure-all, and conference-based testing is no exception.
Pros
•Lots of participants
Hundreds at a small conference, thousands at a medium conference, tens of thousands at a large conference. Take your pick.
•Easy recruiting
Build it and they will come. It helps if you point your laptops into the room, and have the designs clearly displayed on their screens.
•Enables rapid iteration
You can easily complete five or six tests in an hour or two. Faster if you have multiple test stations.
Cons
•Chaotic testing environment
You know those quiet usability testing rooms with the mirrored glass? You won’t find those at a conference.
•Travel required
Unless you’re lucky enough to have a relevant conference in your city, you’ll probably need to fly somewhere. This can be expensive.
•Difficult timing
Remember those roadmaps I mentioned earlier? If the design phase doesn’t line up with a conference, find a different way to get the research you need.
In general, this approach works well when you have a predictable product roadmap. If you know what you’re going to be building, and when, you can time the design phase to coincide with one or more conferences.
On the other hand, if you need the flexibility to run tests at a moment’s notice, this approach won’t work well. In that situation, I recommend having a dedicated room for testing at your company, containing all the equipment you’ll need.
Tips To Make This Work For You
If you’ve read this far and think conference-based user testing is right for you, great! Here are some tips to help you succeed.
•Pick a conference five months in advance
You don’t have to know exactly what you’ll be testing, but it’s a good idea to have a target date and venue in mind, so you can start thinking about it.
•Pick a conference with people who don’t know you exist
Because we ran testing at our own conferences, everybody knew about us. This self-selection bias prevented us from getting a good cross-sample of our potential market.
•Don’t pick a booth in the busiest hallway
As tempting as it might be to get maximum visibility, ask youself if the additional chaos is worth it. In 2013, we picked a booth in a room separated by a half wall from a busy hallway. As a result, we had good visibility without being in the middle of the chaos.
•Don’t write every study yourself
The first year, I wrote four of the five user studies. As a result, they were difficult to facilitate and didn’t result in actionable data. It’s time consuming to write a good user test that validates your hypotheses and is easy to facilitate.
•Don’t schedule people in advance
When your testing stations fill up, it’s tempting to start a waiting list. Don’t do that. You’ll become beholden to the list and have to turn people away, even when there appear to be empty test stations. Be serendipitous about it.
•Practice running each test on each machine before the conference
Murphy’s law. Need I say more?
•Go forth and user test
The only thing worse than a poor user testing experience is not doing it at all. If you fail, at least you’ll learn how to do it better next time. If you don’t do anything, you’ve learned nothing.
And that’s it. If you have any questions, please get in touch through Twitter. Thank you for reading.
Resources
When I first proposed conference-based user testing to my team, I was an intern straight out of school. If I could pull this off, so can you. If you’re still intimidated, start small. You can grow your efforts, but you have to start somewhere.
Here are some of the resources we used in testing:
Tools
•DocuSign5 for e-signing of NDAs
•Silverback6 for recording user tests
Articles and examples
•Everything written by Jakob Nielsen7
•Puppet Labs’ signup form for Puppet Test Pilots8
Since doing this, I’ve learned of others who have done user testing at events. Here’s a list of articles with slightly different takes on the process:
•User Testing in the Wild: Research at Conferences and Other Events9
•5 Considerations for User Testing at Events10
•Get Out of the Lab! Run Live User Testing for Omnichannel. We Dare You.11
•2 Days, 200 Customers, and Conclusive Results: The New User Testing12
•Usability Testing at Conferences13
—
1.https://www.flickr.com/photos/raneko/4204026836/
2.https://www.flickr.com/photos/leweb3/6498827487/
3.https://www.flickr.com/photos/greentechmedia/5730027311/
4.https://www.flickr.com/photos/bradfordcoy/4400862442/
5.http://www.docusign.com
6.http://www.silverbackapp.com
7.http://www.nngroup.com/topic/user-testing/
8.https://puppetlabs.com/community/puppet-test-pilots-program
9.https://www.gv.com/lib/user-testing-in-the-wild-research-at-conferences-and-other-events
10.https://www.youeye.com/blog/user-testing-at-events/
11.http://joylab.co.uk/blog/run-live-user-testing-we-dare-you/
12.https://blogs.atlassian.com/2014/10/user-testing-atlassian-summit/
13.http://web.archive.org/web/20090321153629/http://www.dexodesign.com/2007/07/29/usability-testing-at-conferences/
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