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User Research 

Get to Know the Guests You're 

Inviting to the Party 

There are many user research techniques that can be

d throughout the project lifecycle, either to better
use . 
understand your users or to test out their behavior on

. ns of a site. This chapter will focus on some of the
vers10 

. . 
methods that are most commonly used in the beginning

stages of the project. 

These techniques will help you define the user �roups

that should be of highest priority during the proJect, put

their needs·and frustrations in context, and asse�s the

f the current site (if one exists) using best
performance o . 

t. . the field of user experience design.
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Surveys 

Surveys involve a set collection of well-defined questions distributed to a 
large audience. They most often consist of closed-ended questions (such as
multiple choice questions) that can be easily collected with a tool that can
display patterns among responses.

Surveys are good tools when you want to be able to state results in more 
quantitative ways (for example, "Of those surveyed, 82 percent of those who
work from home state they have some form of high-speed Internet con
nection") than you would get with the kinds of open-ended questions that 
are used in interviews. However, you can gather qualitative information from
them as well, about user perceptions and attitudes.

In the user experience field, surveys are often used to measure user satisfac
tion (with existing sites or applications) or to build or validate user models
like segmentations or personas.

The Basic Process 

As with user interviews, you don't want to ask questions that require users to
speculate. Don't ask "If you got Feature X, would you use it?"

Unlike with interviews, in surveys multiple choice or Yes/No, True/False 
questions are best and easiest to analyze afterwards. They're also quicker for
participants to answer.

Use surveys when you have questions that are factual requests for demo
graphic data, such as these: 

Of the devices listed below, which do you personally own1 Choose all that apply. 
Computer 
Mobile phone 
Game system, such as Xbox, Playstation, or Wii

Or use surveys when you need to ask questions that are attitudinal with a set
range of distinct choices. For example:

Read the following statements and select the degree to which you agree or
disagree with each of them.

The Customer Service at Pseudo Corporation is responsive to my needs.
Strongly Agree
Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree

In particular, questions like the one shown in the second example are often 
used to supplement usability testing tasks. You can use this type as a follow
up question to find out if participants were frustrated when completin a 
task. Participants don't always like to state a negative opinion out lou/ but
they are often willing to express one when faced with a ranking system.

This brings out another point: Surveys are an excellent supplement to other 
forms of research you may be doing. For example, you can gain quantitative 
data from surveys to supplement qualitative data gained from user interviews
or contextual inquiry (see Chapter 14 for more on quantitative and qualitative
data). Combining two research methods provides a richer picture of the user
than one method can provide on its own.
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If you want a high degree of confidence in your results and have the budget for it, there are formal tools available for measuring user satisfaction withregard to ease of use. These tools include questions that have been tested to ensure they are not leading or confusing to a broad audience. Some of the mostcommonly used are 
ACSI (American Customer Satisfaction Index): www.theacsi.org/ 
WAMMI (Website Analysis and MeasureMent Inventory): www.wammi.com
SUMI (Software Usability Measurement Inventory): http://sumi.ucc.ie 











After the Research 

Once you've completed one or more of these user research activities, it's 

time to revisit the assumptions you originally made about your user groups. 

Put those assumptions away for a moment, and ask yourself what user 

groups you would create now that you have more information. If some of 

your earlier assumptions weren't valid, consider any gaps you may have in 

your user research because a key group wasn't included. If this gap is identi

fied early enough in your research activity, you may have time to adjust and 

add another set of participants to research in progress, to ensure you're get

ting a full picture. 

With your new knowledge, you can revise your user definitions to more 

accurately reflect the groups that should be the focus. This will help you cre

ate more detailed tools like personas (discussed in Chapter 7) and will help 

you create user requirements for the list we began in Chapter 5. 

In that chapter, we discussed the process of taking statements from busi

ness stakeholders and refining them into requirements. You'll follow a similar 

process with users-your work doesn't stop when you capture the idea or 

request. Dig down to the roots of needs and goals to make sure you under

stand them. This will ultimately help you design a solution that best meets 

those needs for all relevant user groups. 

In the next chapter, you'll learn how to use the insight you gain in conduct

ing user research to create tools that can bring focus to your user groups 

throughout design and development: personas. 
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