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c h a pt e r

Usability testing
on 10 cents a day
keeping testing simple—so you do enough of it

Why didn’t we do this sooner?
—what everyone says at some point during the
first usability test of their web site

A

bout once a month, I get one of these phone calls:

Ed Grimley at XYZ Corp
gave me your name.

…two weeks?

We’re launching our site
in two weeks and we want to do
some usability testing.

As soon as I hear “launching in two weeks” (or even “two months”) and “usability
testing” in the same sentence, I start to get that old fireman-headed-into-theburning-chemical-factory feeling, because I have a pretty good idea of what’s
going on.
If it’s two weeks, then it’s almost certainly a request for a disaster check. The
launch is fast approaching and everyone’s getting nervous, and someone finally
says, “Maybe we better do some usability testing.”
If it’s two months, then odds are that what they want is to settle some ongoing
internal debates—usually about something very specific like color schemes.
Opinion around the office is split between two different designs; some people
like the sexy one, some like the elegant one. Finally someone with enough clout
to authorize the expense gets tired of the arguing and says, “All right, let’s get
some testing done to settle this.”
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And while usability testing will sometimes settle these arguments, the main
thing it usually ends up doing is revealing that the things they were arguing
about aren’t all that important. People often test to decide which color drapes are
best, only to learn that they forgot to put windows in the room. For instance, they
might discover that it doesn’t make much difference whether you go with the
horizontal navigation bar or the vertical menus if nobody understands the value
proposition of your site.
Sadly, this is how most usability testing gets done: too little, too late, and for all
the wrong reasons.

Repeat after me:
Focus groups are not usability tests.
Sometimes that initial phone call is even scarier:
…we’re launching our site in
two weeks and we want to do
some focus group testing.

Focus group
testing?

When the last-minute request is for a focus group, it’s usually a sign that the
request originated in Marketing. When Web sites are being designed, the folks in
Marketing often feel like they don’t have much clout. Even though they’re the
ones who spend the most time trying to figure out who the site’s audience is and
what they want, the designers and developers are the ones with most of the
hands-on control over how the site actually gets put together.
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As the launch date approaches, the Marketing people may feel that their only hope
of sanity prevailing is to appeal to a higher authority: research. And the kind of
research they know is focus groups.
I often have to work very hard to make clients understand that what they need is
usability testing, not focus groups. Here’s the difference in a nutshell:
> In a focus group, a small group of people (usually 5 to 8) sit around a table and
react to ideas and designs that are shown to them. It’s a group process, and much
of its value comes from participants reacting to each other’s opinions. Focus
groups are good for quickly getting a sampling of users’ opinions and feelings
about things.
> In a usability test, one user at a time is shown something (whether it’s a Web
site, a prototype of a site, or some sketches of individual pages) and asked to
either (a) figure out what it is, or (b) try to use it to do a typical task.
Focus groups can be great for determining what your audience wants, needs, and
likes—in the abstract. They’re good for testing whether the idea behind the site
makes sense and your value proposition is attractive. And they can be a good way
to test the names you’re using for features of your site, and to find out how people
feel about your competitors.
But they’re not good for learning about whether your site works and how to improve it.
The kinds of things you can learn from focus groups are the things you need to
learn early on, before you begin designing the site. Focus groups are for EARLY in
the process. You can even run them late in the process if you want to do a reality
check and fine-tune your message, but don’t mistake them for usability testing.
They won’t tell you whether people can actually use your site.

Several true things about testing
Here are the main things I know about testing:
> If you want a great site, you’ve got to test. After you’ve worked on a site for
even a few weeks, you can’t see it freshly anymore. You know too much. The
only way to find out if it really works is to test it.
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Testing reminds you that not everyone thinks the way you do, knows what you
know, uses the Web the way you do.
I used to say that the best way to think about testing was that it was like travel:
a broadening experience. It reminds you how different—and the same—people
are, and gives you a fresh perspective on things.
But I finally realized that testing is really more like having friends visiting from
out of town. Inevitably, as you make the tourist rounds with them, you see
things about your home town that you usually don’t notice because you’re so
used to them. And at the same time, you realize that a lot of things that you
take for granted aren’t obvious to everybody.
> Testing one user is 100 percent better than testing none. Testing always
works, and even the worst test with the wrong user will show you important
things you can do to improve your site. I make a point of always doing a live
user test at my workshops so that people can see that it’s very easy to do and it
always produces an abundance of valuable insights. I ask for a volunteer and
have him try to perform a task on a site belonging to one of the other attendees.
These tests last less than ten minutes, but the person whose site is being tested
usually scribbbles several pages of notes. And they always ask if they can have
the recording of the test to show to their team back home. (One person told me
that after his team saw the recording, they made one change to their site which
they later calculated had resulted in $100,000 in savings.)
> Testing one user early in the project is better than testing 50 near the
end. Most people assume that testing needs to be a big deal. But if you make it
into a big deal, you won’t do it early enough or often enough to get the most out
of it. A simple test early—while you still have time to use what you learn from
it—is almost always more valuable than a sophisticated test later.
Part of the conventional wisdom about Web development is that it’s very easy
to go in and make changes. The truth is, it turns out that it’s not that easy to
make changes to a site once it’s in use. Some percentage of users will resist
almost any kind of change, and even apparently simple changes often turn out
to have far-reaching effects, so anything you can keep from building wrong in
the first place is gravy.
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> The importance of recruiting representative users is overrated. It’s good
to do your testing with people who are like the people who will use your site,
but it’s much more important to test early and often. My motto—as you’ll see—
is “Recruit loosely, and grade on a curve.”
> The point of testing is not to prove or disprove something. It’s to
inform your judgment. People like to think, for instance, that they can use
testing to prove whether navigation system “a” is better than navigation system
“b”, but you can’t. No one has the resources to set up the kind of controlled
experiment you’d need. What testing can do is provide you with invaluable input
which, taken together with your experience, professional judgment, and
common sense, will make it easier for you to choose wisely—and with greater
confidence—between “a” and “b.”
> Testing is an iterative process. Testing isn’t something you do once.
You make something, test it, fix it, and test it again.
> Nothing beats a live audience reaction. One reason why the Marx
Brothers’ movies are so wonderful is that before they started filming
they would go on tour on the vaudeville circuit and perform scenes
from the movie, doing five shows a day, improvising constantly and
noting which lines got the best laughs. Even
Mrs. Teasdale (Margaret
after they’d settled on a line, Groucho
Dumont) and Rufus T. Firefly
would insist on trying slight variations to
eavesdrop in Duck Soup.
see if it could be improved.

Lost our lease, going-out-of-businesssale usability testing
Usability testing has been around for a long time, and the basic idea is pretty
simple: If you want to know whether your software or your Web site or your
VCR remote control is easy enough to use, watch some people while they try to
use it and note where they run into trouble. Then fix it, and test it again.
In the beginning, though, usability testing was a very expensive proposition. You
had to have a usability lab with an observation room behind a one-way mirror,
and at least two video cameras so you could record the users’ reactions and the
thing they were using. You had to recruit a lot of people so you could get results
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THE TOP FIVE PLAUSIBLE EXCUSES FOR NOT TESTING WEB SITES
We don’t have
the time.

We don’t have
the money.

We don’t have
the expertise.

We don’t have a
usability lab.

We wouldn’t know
how to interpret
the results.

It’s true that most Web development schedules seem to be based
on the punchline from a Dilbert cartoon. If testing is going to add
to everybody’s to-do list, if you have to adjust development
schedules around tests and involve key people in preparing for
them, then it won’t get done. That’s why you have to make testing
as small a deal as possible. Done right, it will save time, because you
won’t have to (a) argue endlessly, and (b) redo things at the end.
Forget $5,000 to 15,000. If you can convince someone to bring in
a camcorder from home, you’ll only need to spend about $300 for
each round of tests.

The least-known fact about usability testing is that it’s incredibly
easy to do. Yes, some people will be better at it than others, but
I’ve never seen a usability test fail to produce useful results, no
matter how poorly it was conducted.

You don’t need one. All you really need is a room with a desk, a
computer, and two chairs where you won’t be interrupted.

One of the nicest things about usability testing is that the
important lessons tend to be obvious to everyone who’s watching.
The serious problems are hard to miss.

that were statistically significant. It was Science. It cost $20,000 to $50,000 a shot.
It didn’t happen very often.
But in 1989 Jakob Nielsen wrote a paper titled “Usability Engineering at a
Discount”1 and pointed out that it didn’t have to be that way. You didn’t need a
1

Proceedings of the Third International Conference on Human-Computer Interaction, Boston,
MA, Sept. 1989.
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usability lab, and you could achieve the same results with a lot fewer users.
The idea of discount usability testing was a huge step forward. The only problem
is that a decade later most people still perceive testing as a big deal, hiring
someone to conduct a test still costs $5,000 to $15,000, and as a result it doesn’t
happen nearly often enough.
What I’m going to commend to you in this chapter is something even more
drastic: Lost our lease, going-out-of-business-sale usability testing.
I’m going to try to explain how to do your own testing when you have no money
and no time. Don’t get me wrong: If you can afford to hire a professional to do your
testing, by all means do it! But don’t do it if it means you’ll do less testing.

TRADITIONAL TESTING

LOST-OUR-LEASE TESTING

NUMBER OF
USERS PER TEST

Usually eight or more to justify the
set-up costs

Three or four

RECRUITING
EFFORT

Select carefully to match target
audience

Grab some people. Almost anybody who
uses the Web will do.

WHERE TO TEST

A usability lab, with an observation
room and a one-way mirror

Any office or conference room

WHO DOES
THE TESTING

An experienced usability professional

Any reasonably patient human being

ADVANCE
PLANNING

Tests have to be scheduled weeks in
advance to reserve a usability lab and
allow time for recruiting

Tests can be done almost any time, with
little advance scheduling

PREPARATION

Draft, discuss, and revise a test
protocol

Decide what you’re going to show

WHAT/WHEN
DO YOU TEST?

Unless you have a huge budget, put all
your eggs in one basket and test once
when the site is nearly complete

Run small tests continually throughout
the development process

COST

$5,000 to $15,000 (or more)

$300 (a $50 to $100 stipend
for each user) or less

WHAT HAPPENS
AFTERWARDS

A 20-page written report appears a
week later, then the development team
meets to decide what changes to make

The development team (and interested
stakeholders) debrief over lunch the
same day
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How many users should you test?
In most cases, I tend to think the ideal number of users for each round of testing is
three, or at most four.
The first three users are very likely to encounter nearly all of the most significant
problems,2 and it’s much more important to do more rounds of testing than to
wring everything you can out of each round. Testing only three users helps
ensure that you will do another round soon.3
Also, since you will have fixed the problems you uncovered in the first round, in
the next round it’s likely that all three users will uncover a new set of problems,
since they won’t be getting stuck on the first set of problems.
Testing only three or four users also makes it possible to test and debrief in the
same day, so you can take advantage of what you’ve learned right away. Also,
when you test more than four at a time, you usually end up with more notes than
anyone has time to process—many of them about things that are really “nits,”
which can actually make it harder to see the forest for the trees.
In fact this is one of the reasons why I’ve almost completely stopped generating
written reports (what I refer to as the “big honking report”) for my expert
reviews and for usability tests. I finally realized that for most Web teams their
ability to find problems greatly exceeds the resources they have available to fix
them, so it’s important to stay focused on the most serious problems. Instead of
written reports, nowadays I report my findings in a conference call with the
entire Web team, which may last for an hour or two. By the end of the call, we’ve
all agreed which problems are most important to fix, and how they’re going to fix
them.

2

See Jakob Nielsen’s March 2000 Alertbox column “Why You Only Need to Test with 5 Users”
at www.useit.com for a good discussion of the topic.

3

If you’re hiring someone to do the testing for you and money is no object, you might as well
test six or eight users since the additional cost per user will be comparatively low. But only if
it won’t mean you’ll do fewer rounds of testing.
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ONE TEST WITH 8 USERS
8 users

TOTAL PROBLEMS
FOUND: 5

Eight users may
find more problems
in a single test.
But the worst problems will usually
keep them from
getting far enough
to encounter
some others.

TOTAL PROBLEMS
FOUND: 9

TWO TESTS WITH 3 USERS
Second test: 3 users

First test: 3 users

But in the
second test,
with the first
set of problems
fixed, they’ll
find problems
they couldn’t
have seen in
the first test.

Three users may
not find as many
problems in a
single test.

Recruit loosely and grade on a curve
When people decide to test, they often spend a lot of time trying to recruit users
who they think will precisely reflect their target audience—for instance, male
accountants between the ages of 25 and 30 with one to three years of computer
experience who have recently purchased expensive shoes.
The best-kept secret of usability testing is the extent to which it doesn’t much
matter who you test.
For most sites, all you really need are people who have used the Web enough to
know the basics.
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If you can afford to hire someone to recruit the participants for you and it won’t
reduce the number of rounds of testing that you do, then by all means be as
specific as you want. But if finding the ideal user means you’re going to do fewer
tests, I recommend a different approach:
Take anyone you can get (within limits) and grade on a curve.
In other words, try to find users who reflect your audience, but don’t get hung up
about it. Instead, try to make allowances for the differences between the people
you test and your audience. I favor this approach for three reasons:
> We’re all beginners under the skin. Scratch an expert and you’ll often find
someone who’s muddling through—just at a higher level.
> It’s usually not a good idea to design a site so that only your target
audience can use it. If you design a site for accountants using terminology
that you think all accountants will understand, what you’ll probably discover
is that a small but not insignificant number of accountants won’t know what
you’re talking about. And in most cases, you need to be addressing novices as
well as experts anyway, and if your grandmother can use it, an expert can.
> Experts are rarely insulted by something that is clear enough for
beginners. Everybody appreciates clarity. (True clarity, that is, and not just
something that’s been “dumbed down.”)
The exceptions:
> If your site is going to be used almost exclusively by one type of user and
it’s no harder to recruit from that group, then do it. For instance, if your
audience will be almost entirely women, then by all means test just women.
> If your audience is split between clearly defined groups with very
divergent interests and needs, then you need to test users from each group
at least once. For instance, if you’re building a university site, for at least one
round of testing you want to recruit two students, two professors, two high
school seniors, and two administrators. But for the other rounds, you can
choose any mix.
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> If using your site requires specific domain knowledge (e.g., a currency
exchange site for money management professionals), then you need to recruit
people with that domain knowledge for at least one round of tests. But don’t do
it for every round if it will reduce the number of tests you do.
When you’re recruiting:
> Offer a reasonable incentive. Typical stipends for a one-hour test session
range from $50 for “average” Web users to several hundred dollars for
professionals from a specific domain, like cardiologists for instance. I like to
offer people a little more than the going rate, since (a) it makes it clear that I
value their opinion, and (b) people tend to show up on time, eager to
participate. Remember, even if the session is only 30 minutes, people usually
have to block out another hour for travel time. Also, I’d rather have people who
are curious about the process than people who are desperate for the money.
> Keep the invitation simple. “We need to have a few people look at our Web
site and give us some feedback. It’s very easy, and would take about forty-five
minutes to an hour. And you’ll be paid $___ for your time.”
> Avoid discussing the site (or the organization behind the site)
beforehand. You want their first look to tell you whether they can figure out
what it is from a standing start. (Of course, if they’re coming to your office,
they’ll have a pretty good idea whose site it is.)
> Don’t be embarrassed to ask friends and neighbors. You don’t have to feel
like you’re imposing if you ask friends or neighbors to participate. Most people
enjoy the experience. It’s fun to have someone take your opinion seriously and
get paid for it, and they often learn something useful that they didn’t know
about the Web or computers in general.
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Where do you test?
All you really need is an office or conference room with two chairs, a PC or Mac
(with an Internet connection, if you’re testing a live site), a camcorder, a long
video cable, and a tripod.

LOST-OUR-LEASE USABILITY “LAB”

I think I’d
click here…

So what would
you do next?

I think I’d
click here…

Test subject (A) sits in front of computer monitor (B),
while facilitator (C) tells him what to do and asks questions. Camcorder (D) powered by squirrel (E) is pointed
at the monitor to record what the subject sees.

Well, I’ll be
darned!

Meanwhile, cable (F) carries signal from
camcorder to TV (G) in a nearby room where
interested team members (H) can observe.

You can use the video cable to run the signal from the camcorder to a TV in
another office—or even a cubicle—nearby so everyone on the development team
can watch without disturbing the user.
The camcorder needs to transmit what the user sees (the computer screen or the
designs on paper, depending on what you’re testing) and what the user and the
facilitator say. In a usability lab, you’ll often see a second camera used to show the
observers the user’s face, but this isn’t necessary: The user’s tone of voice usually
conveys frustration pretty effectively.
You can buy the camcorder, TV, cable, and tripod for less than $600. But if your
budget won’t stretch that far, you can probably twist somebody’s arm to bring in
a camcorder from home on test days.
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I don’t recommend using the camcorder to videotape the sessions. In fact, I used to
recommend not doing any video recording at all, because the tapes were almost
never used and it made the whole process more complicated and expensive.
In the past few years though, three things have changed: PCs have gotten much
faster, disk drives have gotten much larger, and screen recording software has
improved dramatically. Screen recorders like Camtasia4 run in the background on
the test PC and record everything that happens on the screen and everything the
user and the facilitator say in a video file you can play on the PC. It turns out that
these files are very valuable because they’re much easier to review quickly than
videotape and they’re very easy to share over a network. I recommend that you
always use a screen recorder during user tests.

Who should do the testing?
Almost anyone can facilitate a usability test; all it really takes is the courage to try
it. With a little practice, most people can get quite good at it.
Try to choose someone who tends to be patient, calm, empathetic, a good listener,
and inherently fair. Don’t choose someone whom you would describe as
“definitely not a people person” or “the office crank.”

Who should observe?
Anybody who wants to. It’s a good idea to encourage everyone—team members,
people from marketing and business development, and any other stakeholders—
to attend.
When people ask me how they can convince senior management that their
organization should be investing in usability, my strongest recommendation
doesn’t have anything to do with things like “demonstrating return on
4

There are a number of screen recorders available, but I’m partial to Camtasia, made
by TechSmith, the same company that makes the screen capture program SnagIt
(http://www.techsmith.com). It’s very reliable and has a number of extremely useful
features, and it costs about $300. For $1,000 more, they have a product called Morae
specifically designed for capturing usability tests—sort of like Camtasia on steroids—which
allows observers to view the test live on a networked PC, eliminating the need for a camcorder.
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investment.” The tactic that I think works best is getting management to observe
even one user test. Tell them that you’re going to be doing some usability testing
and it would be great for the Web team’s morale if they could just poke their head
in for a few minutes. In my experience, executives often become fascinated and stay
longer than they’d planned, because it’s the first time they’ve seen their site in
action and it’s often not nearly as pretty a picture as they’d imagined.

What do you test, and when do you test it?
The key is to start testing early (it’s really never too early) and test often, at each
phase of Web development.
Before you even begin designing your site, you should be testing comparable sites.
They may be actual competitors, or they may be sites that are similar in style,
organization, or features to what you have in mind.
Use them yourself, then watch one or two other people use them and see what
works and what doesn’t. Many people overlook this step, but it’s invaluable—like
having someone build a working prototype for you for free.
If you’ve never conducted a test before testing comparable sites, it will give you a
pressure-free chance to get the hang of it. It will also give you a chance to develop
a thick skin. The first few times you test your own site, it’s hard not to take it
personally when people don’t get it. Testing someone else’s site first will help you
see how people react to sites and give you a chance to get used to it.
Since the comparable sites are “live,” you can do two kinds of testing: “Get it” testing
and key tasks.
> “Get it” testing is just what it sounds like: show them the site, and see if they
get it—do they understand the purpose of the site, the value proposition, how it’s
organized, how it works, and so on.
> Key task testing means asking the user to do something, then watching how
well they do.
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As a rule, you’ll always get more revealing results if you can find a way to
observe users doing tasks that they have a hand in choosing. It’s much better,
for instance, to say “Find a book you want to buy, or a book you bought
recently” than “Find a cookbook for under $14.” When people are doing madeup tasks, they have no emotional investment in it, and they can’t use as much
of their personal knowledge.
As you begin designing your own site, it’s never too early to start showing your
design ideas to users, beginning with your first rough sketches. Designers are
often reluctant to show work in progress, but users may actually feel freer to
comment on something that looks unfinished, since they know you haven’t got
as much invested in it and it’s still subject to change. Also, since it’s not a polished
design, users won’t be distracted by details of implementation and they can focus
on the essence and the wording.
Later, as you begin building parts of the site or functioning prototypes, you can
begin testing key tasks on your own site.
I also recommend doing what I call Cubicle tests: Whenever you build a new
kind of page—particularly forms—you should print the page out and show it to
the person in the next cubicle and see if they can make sense out of it. This kind
of informal testing can be very efficient, and eliminate a lot of potential problems.

A sample test session
Here’s an annotated excerpt from a typical—but imaginary—test session. The site
is real, but it has since been redesigned. The participant’s name is Janice, and
she’s about 25 years old.
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INTRODUCTION
Hi, Janice. My name is Steve Krug, and
I’m going to be walking you through
this session.

This whole first section is
the script that I use when I
conduct tests.5

You probably already know, but let me explain
why we’ve asked you to come here today. We’re
testing a Web site that we’re working on so we
can see what it’s like for actual people to use it.

I always have a copy in
front of me, and I don’t
hesitate to read from it,
but I find it’s good to ad lib
a little, even if it means
making mistakes. When the
users see that I’m
comfortable making
mistakes, it helps take the
pressure o◊ them.

I want to make it clear right away that we’re
testing the site, not you. You can’t do anything
wrong here. In fact, this is probably the one
place today where you don’t have to worry
about making mistakes.
We want to hear exactly what you think, so
please don’t worry that you’re going to hurt
our feelings.6 We want to improve it, so we
need to know honestly what you think.
As we go along, I’m going to ask you to think
out loud, to tell me what’s going through your
mind. This will help us.

5

A copy of the script is available on my Web site (www.sensible.com) so you can download it
and edit it for your own use.

6

If you didn’t work on the part that’s being tested, you can also say, “Don’t worry about
hurting my feelings. I didn’t create the pages you’re going to look at.”
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If you have questions, just ask. I may not be
able to answer them right away, since we’re
interested in how people do when they don’t
have someone sitting next to them, but I will
try to answer any questions you still have
when we’re done.
We have a lot to do, and I’m going to try to
keep us moving, but we’ll try to make sure that
it’s fun, too.
You may have noticed the camera. With your
permission, we’re going to record the computer
screen and what you have to say. The recording
will be used only to help us figure out how to
improve the site, and it won’t be seen by anyone
except the people working on the project. It
also helps me, because I don’t have to take as
many notes. There are also some people
watching the screen in another room.

At this point, most people
will say something like, “I’m
not going to end up on
America’s Funniest Home
Videos, am I?”

If you would, I’m going to ask you to sign
something for us. It simply says that we have
your permission to record you, but that it will
only be seen by the people working on the
project. It also says that you won’t talk to
anybody about what we’re showing you today,
since it hasn’t been made public yet.

Give them the release and
non-disclosure agreement
(if required) to sign. Both
should be as short as
possible and written in
7
plain English.

Do you have any questions before we begin?
No. I don’t think so.

7

It’s important to mention
this, because it will seem
rude not to answer their
questions as you go along.
You have to make it clear
before you start that (a)
it’s nothing personal, and
(b) you’ll try to answer
them at the end if they still
want to know.

You’ll find a sample recording consent form on my Web site.
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BACKGROUND QUESTIONS
Before we look at the site, I’d like to ask you
just a few quick questions. First, what’s your
occupation?
I’m a router.
I’ve never heard of that before. What does a
router do, exactly?
Not much. I take orders as they come in,
and send them to the right office.
Good. Now, roughly how many hours a week
would you say you spend using the Internet,
including email?
Oh, I don’t know. Probably an hour a day at
work, and maybe four hours a week at
home. Mostly that’s on the weekend. I’m
too tired at night to bother. But I like
playing games sometimes.
How do you spend that time? In a typical day,
for instance, tell me what you do, at work and
at home.
Well, at the office I spend most of my time
checking email. I get a lot of email, and a
lot of it’s junk but I have to go through it
anyway. And sometimes I have to research
something at work.
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I find it’s good to start
with a few questions to get
a feel for who they are and
how they use the Internet.
It gives them a chance to
loosen up a little and gives
you a chance to show that
you’re going to be listening
attentively to what they
say—and that there are no
wrong or right answers.
Don’t hesitate to admit
your ignorance about
anything. Your role here
is not to come across
as an expert, but as a
good listener.

Notice that she’s not sure
how much time she really
spends on the Internet.
Most people aren’t. Don’t
worry. Accurate answers
aren’t important here. The
main point here is just to
get her talking and
thinking about how she
uses the Internet and to
give you a chance to gauge
what kind of user she is.
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Do you have any favorite Web sites?
Yahoo, I guess. I like Yahoo, and I use it all
the time. And something called
Snakes.com, because I have a pet snake.
Really? What kind of snake?
A python. He’s about four feet long, but
he should get to be eight or nine when
he’s fully grown.
Wow. OK, now, finally, have you bought
anything on the Internet? How do you feel
about buying things on the Internet?
I’ve bought some things recently. I didn’t
do it for a long time, but only because I
couldn’t get things delivered. It was hard
to get things delivered, because I’m not
home during the day. But now one of my
neighbors is home all the time, so I can.
And what have you bought?
Well, I ordered a raincoat from L.L. Bean,
and it worked out much better than I
thought it would. It was actually pretty easy.
OK, great. We’re done with the questions, and
we can start looking at things.
OK, I guess.
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Don’t be afraid to digress
and find out a little more
about the user, as long as
you come back to the topic
before long.
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REACTIONS TO THE HOME PAGE
First, I’m just going to ask you to look at this
page and tell me what you think it is, what
strikes you about it, and what you think you
would click on first.
For now, don’t actually click on anything. Just
tell me what you would click on.
And again, as much as possible, it will help us
if you can try to think out loud so we know
what you’re thinking about.

[ 150 ]

The browser has been open,
but minimized. At this
point, I reach over and
click to maximize it.
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Well, I guess the first thing I notice is that
I like the color. I like the shade of orange,
and I like the little picture of the sun [at
the top of the page, in the eLance logo].
Let’s see. [Reads.] “The global services
market.” “Where the world comes to get
your job done.”

I don’t know what that means. I have no
idea.
“Animate your logo free.”[Looking at the
Cool Stuff section on the left.] “3D graphics
marketplace.” “eLance community.” “eLance
marketplace.”
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In an average test, it’s
just as likely that the
next user will say that
she hates this shade of
orange and that the
drawing is too simplistic.
Don’t get too excited by
individual reactions to
site aesthetics.
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There’s a lot going on here. But I have no
idea what any of it is.

If you had to take a guess, what do you think it
might be?
Well, it seems to have something to do with
buying and selling...something.
[Looks around the page again.] Now that I
look at the list down here [the Yahoo-style
category list halfway down the page], I guess
maybe it must be services. Legal, financial,
creative...they all sound like services.

So I guess that’s what it is. Buying and
selling services. Maybe like some kind of
online Yellow Pages.
OK. Now, if you were at home, what would you
click on first?
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This user is doing a good
job of thinking out loud on
her own. If she wasn’t, this
is where I’d start asking
her, “What are you
thinking?”

u s a b i l i t y t e s t i n g o n 1 0 c e n t s a day

I guess I’d click on that 3D graphics thing.
I’m interested in 3D graphics.
Before you click on it, I have one more
question. What about these pictures near the
top of the page—the ones with the numbers?
What did you make of them?

I noticed them, but I really didn’t try to figure
them out. I guess I thought they were telling
me what the steps in the process would be.
Any reason why you didn’t pay much
attention to them?
No. I guess I just wasn’t ready to start
the process yet. I didn’t know if I wanted
to use it yet. I just wanted to look
around first.
OK. Great.
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I ask this question because
the site’s designers think
most users are going to
start by clicking on the
pictures of the five steps,
and that everyone will at
least look at them.
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TESTING A TASK
OK, now we’re going to try something else.
Can you think of something you might want to
post as a project if you were using this site?
Hmm. Let me think. I think I saw “Home
Improvement” there somewhere. We’re
thinking of building a deck. Maybe I would
post that.
So if you were going to post the deck as a
project, what would you do first?
I guess I’d click on one of the categories
down here. I think I saw home
improvement.[Looks.] There it is, under
“Family and Household.”
So what would you do?
Well, I’d click....[Hesitates, looking at the
two links under “Family and Household.”]
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Now I give her a task to
perform so we can see
whether she can use the
site for its intended
purpose.
Whenever possible, it’s
good to let the user have
some say in choosing the
task.
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Well, now I’m not sure what to do. I can’t
click on Home Improvement, so it looks like
I have to click on either “RFPs” or “FixedPrice.” But I don’t know what the
difference is.
Fixed price I sort of understand; they’ll
give me a quote, and then they have to
stick to it. But I’m not sure what RFPs is.

Well, which one do you think you’d click on?
Fixed price, I guess.
Why don’t you go ahead and do it?

As it turns out, she’s
mistaken. Fixed-price (in
this case) means services
available for a fixed hourly
rate, while an RFP (or
Request for Proposal) is
actually the choice that
will elicit quotes. This is the
kind of misunderstanding
that often surprises the
people who built the site.

From here on, I just watch
while she tries to post a
project, letting her
continue until either (a)
she finishes the task,(b)
she gets really frustrated,
or (c) we’re not learning
anything new by watching
her try to muddle through.
I’d give her three or four
more tasks to do, which
should take not more than
45 minutes altogether.
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Review the results right away
After each round of tests, you should make time as soon as possible for the
development team to review everyone’s observations and decide what to do next.
I strongly recommend that you do three or four tests in a morning and then
debrief over lunch.
You’re doing two things at this meeting:
> Triage—reviewing the problems people saw and deciding which ones need to
be fixed.
> Problem solving—figuring out how to fix them.
It might seem that this would be a difficult process. After all, these are the same
team members who’ve been arguing about the right way to do things all along. So
what’s going to make this session any different?
Just this:
The important things that you learn from usability
testing usually just make sense. They tend to be
obvious to anyone who watches the sessions.
Also, the experience of seeing your handiwork through someone else’s eyes will
often suggest entirely new solutions for problems, or let you see an old idea in a
new light.
And remember, this is a cyclic process, so the team doesn’t have to agree on the
perfect solution. You just need to figure out what to try next.

Typical problems
Here are the types of problems you’re going to see most often when you test:
> Users are unclear on the concept. They just don’t get it. They look at the site
or a page and they either don’t know what to make of it, or they think they do
but they’re wrong.
> The words they’re looking for aren’t there. This usually means that either
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(a) the categories you’ve used to organize your content aren’t the ones they
would use, or (b) the categories are what they expect, but you’re just not using
the names they expect.
> There’s too much going on. Sometimes what they’re looking for is right
there on the page, but they’re just not seeing it. In this case, you need to either
(a) reduce the overall noise on the page, or (b) turn up the volume on the things
they need to see so they “pop” out of the visual hierarchy more.

Some triage guidelines
Here’s the best advice I can give you about deciding what to fix—and what not to.
> Ignore “kayak” problems. In any test, you’re likely to see several cases
where users will go astray momentarily but manage to get back on track
almost immediately without any help. It’s kind of like rolling over in a kayak;
as long as the kayak rights itself quickly enough, it’s all part of the so-called
fun. In basketball terms, no harm, no foul.
As long as (a) everyone who has the problem notices that they’re no longer
headed in the right direction quickly, and (b) they manage to recover without
help, and (c) it doesn’t seem to faze them, you can ignore the problem. In
general, if the user’s second guess about where to find things is always right,
that’s good enough.
Of course, if there’s an easy and obvious fix that won’t break anything else,
then by all means fix it. But kayak problems usually don’t come as a surprise to
the development team. They’re usually there because of some ambiguity for
which there is no simple resolution. For example, there are usually at least one
or two oddball items that don’t fit perfectly into any of the top-level categories
of a site. So half the users may look for movie listings in Lifestyles first, and the
other half will look for them in Arts first. Whatever you do, half of them are
going to be wrong on their first guess, but everyone will get it on their second
guess, which is fine.8
8

You may be thinking “Well, why not just put it in both categories?” In general, I think it’s best
for things to “live” in only one place in a hierarchy, with a prominent “see also” crosslink in
any other places where people are likely to look for them.
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> Resist the impulse to add things. When it’s obvious in testing that users
aren’t getting something, most people’s first reaction is to add something, like
an explanation or some instructions.
Very often, the right solution is to take something (or things) away that are
obscuring the meaning, rather than adding yet another distraction.
> Take “new feature” requests with a grain of salt. People will often say, “I’d
like it better if it could do x.” It always pays to be suspicious of these requests for
new features. If you probe deeper, it often turns out that they already have a
perfectly fine source for x and wouldn’t be likely to switch; they’re just telling
you what they like.
> Grab the low-hanging fruit. The main thing you’re looking for in each round
of testing is the big, cheap wins. These fall into two categories:
> Head slappers. These are the surprises that show up
during testing where the problem and the solution
were obvious to everyone the moment they saw the
first user try to muddle through. These are like found
money, and you should fix them right away.
> Cheap hits. Also try to implement any changes that
(a) require almost no effort, or (b) require a little
effort but are highly visible.
And finally, there’s one last piece of advice about “making changes” that deserves
its own section:

Don’t throw the baby out with the dishes
Like any good design, successful Web pages are usually a delicate balance, and
it’s important to keep in mind that even a minor change can have a major impact.
Sometimes the real challenge isn’t fixing the problems you find—it’s fixing them
without breaking the parts that already work.
Whenever you’re making a change, think carefully about what else is going to be
affected. In particular, when you’re making something more prominent than it
was, consider what else might end up being de-emphasized as a result.
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One morning a month: that’s all we ask
Ideally, I think every Web development team should spend one morning a month
doing usability testing.
In a morning, you can test three or four users, then debrief over lunch. That’s it.
When you leave lunch, the team will have decided what you’re going to fix, and
you’ll be done with testing for the month. No reports, no endless meetings.
Doing it all in a morning also greatly increases the chances that most team
members will make time to come and watch at least some of the sessions, which
is highly desirable.
If you’re going to try doing some testing yourself—and I hope you will—you’ll
find some more advice about how to do it in a chapter called “Usability testing:
The Movie” that was in the first edition of this book.9 My next book is going to be
all about do-it-yourself usability testing, but I do not want you to wait for it before
you start testing. Start now.

9

You can download the chapter for free at http://www.sensible.com/secondedition.
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Usability as
common courtesy
why your web site should be a mensch 1

1

Mensch: a German-derived Yiddish word originally meaning “human being.” A person of
integrity and honor; “a stand-up guy”; someone who does the right thing.

Sincerity: that’s the hard part.
If you can fake that, the rest is easy.
—old joke about a hollywood agent

S

ome time ago, I was booked on a flight to Denver. As it
happened, the date of my flight also turned out to be the deadline for
collective bargaining between the airline I was booked on and one of its unions.

Concerned, I did what anyone would do: (a) Start checking Google News every
hour to see if a deal had been reached, and (b) visit the airline’s Web site to see
what they were saying about it.
I was shocked to discover that not only was there nothing about the impending
strike on the airline’s Home page, but there wasn’t a word about it to be found
anywhere on the entire site. I searched. I browsed. I scrolled through all of their
FAQ lists. Nothing but business as usual. “Strike? What strike?”
Now, on the morning of a potential airline strike, you have to know that there’s
really only one frequently asked question related to the site, and it’s being asked
by hundreds of thousands of people who hold tickets for the coming week:
What’s going to happen to me?
I might have expected to find an entire FAQ list dedicated to the topic:
Is there really going to be a strike?
What’s the current status of the talks?
If there is a strike, what will happen?
How will I be able to rebook my flight?
What will you do to help me?

Nothing.
What was I to take away from this?
Either (a) the airline had no procedure for updating their Home page for special
circumstances, (b) for some legal or business reason they didn’t want to admit
that there might be a strike, (c) it hadn’t occurred to them that people might be
interested, or (d) they just couldn’t be bothered.
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No matter what the real reason was, they did an outstanding job of depleting my
goodwill towards both the airline and their Web site. Their brand—which they
spend hundreds of millions of dollars a year polishing—had definitely lost some
of its luster for me.
Most of this book has been about building clarity into Web sites: making sure that
users can understand what it is they’re looking at—and how to use it—without
undue effort. Is it clear to people? Do they “get it”?
But there’s another important component to Web usability: doing the right
thing—being considerate of the user. Besides “Is my site clear?” you also need
to be asking, “Does my site behave like a mensch?”

The Reservoir of Goodwill
I've always found it useful to imagine that every time we enter a Web site, we
start out with a reservoir of goodwill. Each problem we encounter on the site
lowers the level of that reservoir. Here, for example, is what my visit to the airline
site might have looked like:

I enter the site.
My goodwill is a little low,
because I'm not happy
that their negotiations
may seriously
inconvenience me.

Latest press release is five
days old.
I go to the About Us page.

I glance around the
Home page.
It feels well organized,
so I relax a little. I'm
confident that if the
information is here, I'll
be able to find it.

No promising links, but
plenty of promotions,
which is very annoying.
Why are they trying to
sell me more tickets
when I'm not sure
they're going to fly me
tomorrow?
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There's no mention of
the strike on the
Home page.
I don’t like the fact
that it feels like
business as usual.

I search for “strike” and find
two press releases about a
strike a year ago, and pages
from the corporate history
about a strike in the 1950s.
At this point, I would like to
leave, but they're the sole
source for this information.

There's a list of five
links to News stories
on the Home page but
none are relevant.
I click on the Press
Releases link at the
bottom of the list.

I look through their FAQ
lists, then leave.
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The reservoir is limited, and if you treat users badly enough and exhaust it
there’s a good chance that they’ll leave. But leaving isn’t the only possible negative
outcome; they may just not be as eager to use your site in the future, or they may
think less of your organization.
There are a few things worth noting about this reservoir:
> It’s idiosyncratic. Some people have a large
reservoir, some small. Some people are more
suspicious by nature, or more ornery; others are
inherently more patient, trusting, or optimistic. The
point is, you can’t count on a very large reserve.
> It’s situational. If I’m in a huge hurry, or have
just come from a bad experience on another site,
my expendable goodwill may already be low
when I enter your site, even if I naturally have
a large reserve.
> You can refill it. Even if you’ve made mistakes
that have diminished my goodwill, you can
replenish it by doing things that make me feel
like you’re looking out for my best interests.
> Sometimes a single mistake can empty it. For
instance, just opening up a registration form with
tons of fields may be enough to cause some
people’s reserve to plunge instantly to zero.
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I’m out
of here
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Things that diminish goodwill
Here are a few of the things that tend to make users feel like the people
publishing a site don’t have their best interests at heart:
>

Hiding information that I want. The most common things to hide are
customer support phone numbers, shipping rates, and prices.
The whole point of hiding support phone numbers is to try to keep users
from calling, because each call costs money. The usual effect is to diminish
goodwill and ensure that they’ll be even more annoyed when they do find
the number and call. On the other hand, if the 800 number is in plain sight—
perhaps even on every page—somehow knowing that they can call if they
want to is often enough to keep people looking for the information on the site
longer, increasing the chances that they’ll solve the problem themselves.
Some sites hide pricing information in hopes of getting users so far into the
process that they’ll feel vested in it by the time they experience the “sticker
shock.” My favorite example is Web sites for wireless access in public places
like airports. Having seen a “Wireless access available!” sign and knowing
that it’s free at some airports, you open up your laptop, find a signal, and try
to connect. But then you have to scan, read, and click your way through three
pages, following links like “Wireless Access” and “Click here to connect”
before you get to a page that even hints at what it might cost you. It feels like
an old phone sales tactic: If they can just keep you on the line long enough
and keep throwing more of their marketing pitch at you, maybe they can
convince you along the way.
Punishing me for not doing things your way. I should never have to think
about formatting data: whether or not to put dashes in my Social Security
number, spaces in my credit card number, or parentheses in my phone
number. Many sites perversely insist on no spaces in credit card numbers,
when the spaces actually make it much easier to get the number right. Don’t
make me jump through hoops just because you don’t want to write a little bit
of code.
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Asking me for information you don’t really need. Most users are very
skeptical of requests for personal information, and find it annoying if a site
asks for more than what’s needed for the task at hand.
Shucking and jiving me. We're
always on the lookout for faux
sincerity, and disingenuous
attempts to convince me that you
care about me can be particularly
annoying. Think about what goes
through your head every time you
hear “Your call is important to us.”

Right. That’s why your “unusually
high call volume” is keeping me
on hold for 20 minutes:
because my call is important
to you, but my time isn’t.

Putting sizzle in my way. Having to wait through a long Flash intro, or
wade through pages bloated with feel-good marketing photos makes it clear
that you don’t understand—or care—that I’m in a hurry.
Your site looks amateurish. You can lose goodwill if your site looks sloppy,
disorganized, or unprofessional, like no effort has gone into making it
presentable.
Note that while people love to make comments about the appearance of sites—
especially about whether they like the colors—almost no one is going to leave
a site just because it doesn’t look great. (I tell people to ignore all comments
that users make about colors during a user test, unless three out of four
people use a word like “puke” to describe the color scheme. Then it’s worth
rethinking.2)
There may be times when you’ll choose to have your site do some of these userunfriendly things deliberately. Sometimes it makes business sense not to do
exactly what the customer wants. For instance, uninvited pop-ups almost always
annoy people to some extent. But if your statistics show you can get 10 percent
more revenue by using pop-ups and you think it’s worth annoying your users,
you can do it. It’s a business decision. Just be sure you do it in an informed way,
rather than inadvertently.

2

This actually happened once during a round of testing I facilitated. We changed the color.
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Things that increase goodwill
The good news is that even if you make mistakes, it’s possible to restore my
goodwill by doing things that convince me that you do have my interests at heart.
Most of these are just the flip side of the other list:
Know the main things that people want to do on your site and make
them obvious and easy. It’s usually not hard to figure out what people
want to do on a given Web site. I find that even people who disagree about
everything else about their organization’s site almost always give me the same
answer when I ask them “What are the three main things your users want to
do?” The problem is, making those things easy doesn’t always become the top
priority it should be. (If most people are coming to your site to apply for a
mortgage, nothing should get in the way of making it dead easy to apply for
a mortgage. )
Tell me what I want to know. Be upfront about things like shipping costs,
hotel daily parking fees, service outages—anything you’d rather not be
upfront about. You may lose points if your shipping rates are higher than
I’d like, but you’ll often gain enough points for candor and for making it easy
for me to make up the difference.
Save me steps wherever you can. For instance, instead of giving me the
shipping company’s tracking number for my purchase, put a link in my email
receipt that opens their site and submits my tracking number when I click it.
(As usual, Amazon was the first site to do this for me.)
Put effort into it. My favorite example is the HP technical support site,
where it seems like an enormous amount of work has gone into (a) generating
the information I need to solve my problems, (b) making sure that it’s accurate
and useful, (c) presenting it clearly, and (d) organizing it so I can find it. I’ve
had a lot of HP printers, and in almost every case where I’ve had a problem
I’ve been able to solve it on my own.
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Know what questions I’m likely to have, and answer them. Frequently
Asked Questions lists are enormously valuable, especially if
> They really are FAQs, not marketing pitches masquerading as FAQs
(also known as QWWPWAs: Questions We Wish People Would Ask).
> You keep them up to date. Customer Service and Technical Support can
easily give you a list of this week’s five most frequently asked questions.
I would always put this list at the top of any site’s Support page.
> They’re candid. Often people are looking in the FAQs for the answer to
a question you’d rather they hadn’t asked. Candor in these situations
goes a long way to increasing goodwill.
Provide me with creature comforts like printer-friendly pages. People
love being able to print stories that span multiple pages with a single click,
and CSS makes it relatively easy to create printer-friendly pages with little
additional effort. Drop the ads (the possibility of a banner ad having any
impact other than being annoying is even greater when it’s just taking up
space on paper), but don’t drop the illustrations, photos, and figures.
Make it easy to recover from errors. If you actually do enough user
testing, you’ll be able to spare me from many errors before they happen.
But where the potential for errors is unavoidable, always provide a graceful,
obvious way for me to recover. See Defensive Design for the Web in my
Recommended Reading for excellent advice on the subject.
When in doubt, apologize. Sometimes you can’t help it: You just don’t
have the ability or resources to do what the user wants (for instance, your
university’s library system requires separate passwords for each of your
catalog databases, so you can’t give users the single log-in they’d like). If
you can’t do what they want, at least let them know that you know you’re
inconveniencing them.
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