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Getting Started

Usability testing is a systematic way of observing actual and potential users 
of a product as they work with it under controlled conditions

In this context we move from paper prototyping to working with the actual 
product or a prototype of the product

To a large extent successful usability testing depends on the skills of the 
person moderating the test

Easy to do, hard to do well
Impacts success of test, validity of data, reputation of moderator’s organization
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Getting Started

What makes a great moderator?
Understanding the basics of usability testing
Interacting well with participants
Ability to establish and maintain rapport with 
participants
Lots of practice
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Getting Started

Determines how much and when 
to interact with participants

Need valid data from a small 
sample of users

Design may be important, as well 
as the context of intended use

Every task has a purpose, and the 
order of tasks may be important

Is the emphasis on quantitative or 
qualitative measures?

Understanding usability testing
The purpose of the test you are 
moderating

How usability testing differs from 
other evaluation methods

How tests are designed

How tests are planned

How and why data is being 
collected
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Getting Started

Interacting well with participants
Selecting them for the study
Greeting them when they arrive
Providing an introduction to the test
Interacting during the post-test debriefing
Thanking them and giving them their 
compensation

Ability to establish and maintain rapport with 
participants

Most moderators are “people people”, difficult 
cases may still arise

Lots of practice
Be able to handle any situation calmly and 
effectively
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The Gracious Host
Make participant feel welcome the moment they arrive
Attending to physical comfort, ensuring session goes 
smoothly, and they have a positive experience overall

The Leader
Participants expect us to know what we’re doing and take 
the lead
Control the pace of the session
Project confidence in the testing processing
Take charge when bugs appears or product crashes
Know what to do when participants need encouragement, 
prompting, or assistance

The Neutral Observer
Your goal is to collect accurate data while playing the other 
roles
Let participant speak
Ask unbiased questions
Neither encourage or discourage emotion comments
Avoid defending product design

Getting Started - Roles of a Moderator
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1. Decide how to interact based on the purpose 
of the test

2. Protect participants’ rights
3. Remember your responsibility to future 

users
4. Respect the participants as experts, but 

remain in charge
5. Be professional, which includes being 

genuine
6. Let the participant speak
7. Remember that your intuition can hurt and 

help you
8. Be unbiased
9. Don’t give away information inadvertently
10. Watch yourself to keep sharp

10 Golden Rules



5

9

Type of test
Measure or benchmark the usability of a product
Compare the usability of two or more products
Diagnosis (uncovering design issues)

The product’s stage of development
Purpose of test usually correlated with stage of 
product
Earlier stages, interact with participants (try 
design ideas, bugs, static sections)
Later stages, less moderator intervention

Relationship with developers
When problem identified, team agrees to fix it
Problem must be documented with many 
participants to “prove” its existence

10 Golden Rules
#1 - Decide how to interact based on the purpose of the test
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Compensation
Reasonable compensation for their time and effort
What if they stop early? What if the product crashes?

Informed Consent
Session should start with both explanation of the form 
and time for the participant to read and sign it

Confidentiality
Responsible to safeguard identities of testing 
participants and to avoid mapping their identities to 
their data
Restrict use of the data to the purpose described in 
the consent form

Balance of Purpose and Risk
Purpose of the study justifies risk to participants 

Priorities
Order of protection should be participant first, 
organization second, and the integrity of the data third

10 Golden Rules
#2 - Protect Participants’ Rights
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Letting Participants Struggle
Every time usability problem is fixed, future users 
are spared from same experience
You can’t protect users from all unpleasantness, it 
may provide valuable data
In baseline or comparison tests, you can’t intervene 
and everyone may fail a task

Conflicting Responsibilities
Future users matter, but keep ethical 
responsibilities to the participant
Negative experience may be counterproductive

10 Golden Rules
#3 – Remember Your Responsibility to Future Users
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Controlling logistics and pacing
Stopping unacceptable behavior
Dealing with uncertainty

Participant may take an action and the product reacts 
in a way you didn’t expect
User may recover by themselves
You can stop the test and consult the development 
team

Projecting authority
Dispelling negativity

Effective moderator does not carry negative emotions 
into a testing situation
You must make a connection with users and make 
them feel appreciated

Managing visitors
Managers and developers may want to come see the 
test
Instruct them of their roles

10 Golden Rules
#4 – Respect the Participants as Experts, But Remain in Charge
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Dos for making and maintaining a 
connection

Greet them warmly

Look them in the eyes

Smile

Sit at the same height as participants

Hold relaxed posture

Listen attentively

Use “acknowledgement tokens” periodically

Use their names occasionally and correctly

Use a modulated tone of voice

Speak slowly

Adapt to the participant’s interaction style

10 Golden Rules
#5 – Be Professional, Which Includes Being Genuine
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Don'ts for making and maintaining a 
connection

Don’t act distracted

Don’t use unmodulated, flat tone of voice

Don’t exhibit nervous or repetitive behaviors

Don’t overuse acknowledgement tokens or 
names

Don’t rush participants or cut them off

Don’t show annoyance with participants

Don’t yawn

Don’t touch the participant, other than a 
handshake

10 Golden Rules
#5 – Be Professional, Which Includes Being Genuine
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Speakership
Who has control of the conversation?
Participants should maintain speakership ~80% 
of the time
Want them to keep talking

Appropriate Interruptions
Allow users to work on their own, more natural 
interaction
May need to ask participant to think aloud
Depends on type of testing/stage of product

Judicious Speaking
Participants often ask questions they don’t 
expect you to answer
Wait to see if they figure out the answer on their 
own

Silent Communication
If you don’t answer they are free to interpret 
your silence

10 Golden Rules
#6 – Let the Participant Speak
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Your intuition can hurt you
You may have a natural tendency to 
wanting to please people and make sure 
they feel comfortable
You may say too much, try to explain or 
elaborate

Your intuition can help you
After practice you will know what to do next
When to violate to a rule vs. listen to it
Know when you’ve said something 
awkward or biasing

10 Golden Rules
#7 – Remember that your Intuition Can Hurt and Help You
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Use an unbiased test script
Use unbiased questions

“Did you like that or not?”, user hears “Did you 
like that?”
Try “Did you like that, or did you not like that?”

Keeps answers unbiased
Information about current task can impact 
future task, try replying with a question instead 
of affirmation
Give similar feedback for both positive and 
negative comments about the product

Watch nonverbal cues
Body language and facial expressions
If you are taking notes, take lots of notes 
throughout instead of just when a problem 
arises

10 Golden Rules
#8 – Be Unbiased
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Giving an assist
An “assist” is an intervention on our part to move participants towards task 
completion
Participant stuck, but you believe there is more to be learned if they continue
Participants unknowingly go too far down wrong path
You want to move to next task because you already know problem they are 
having and/or time is limited

Explaining the designer’s intent or being defensive
Participants will stop being honest if they feel you are defending the existing 
design rather than being open to feedback and suggestions
Avoiding explaining underlying concept, you may sound defensive or committed 
to that design

Recording all suggestions
Write down all suggestions without comment or critiques, thank participants for 
their ideas
Testing is for evaluating products not design

10 Golden Rules
#9 – Don’t Give Away Information Inadvertently



10

19

We all develop bad habits

While most hate to watch themselves, 
gives insights into your moderating habits

10 Golden Rules
#10 – Watch Yourself to Keep Sharp
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What happens in the critical time 
before the test starts?

During recruiting
When they arrive
During the pretest briefing

Initial Contact
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Contacting
Need to reach out to the target 
population
Internet, phone, email, database, 
third party

Advertising
Who your ideal participant is
When and where the study will be
What you will require of participants
What you will give them in return 
(e.g. an appreciation gift)
whom to contact if interested

Initial Contact - Recruiting

Figure 5.1 Sample Internet recruiting poster
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Figure 5.2 A recruiting email sent to company employees
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Explaining the Test
Who you are and the company that you are 
representing
A clear statement that you are not selling anything; 
you are looking for people to participate in a one-
on-one product study
The time, dates, and location of the study
Any incentive you are offering
Assurance that their identity will be protected and 
the data you collect will remain confidential
Disclosure that the session will be recorded
Necessity to sign a nondisclosure agreement
A question asking if he or she is interested, and if 
so, does he or she have time to answer a few 
screening questions

Initial Contact - Recruiting

24

Figure 5.3 A telephone recruiting script
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Screening Candidates
Use a list of questions to ensure that 
candidates represent the target population 
accurately
Test the screening questions ahead of 
time to make sure they are clear
Be sensitive about the wording (some 
people don’t like giving an exact age)
Tell the person the truth – background 
may not match the study

Confirming Appointments
Follow up with a phone call, letter, or 
email
Stress how important participants are to 
your study

Initial Contact - Recruiting

See Figure 5.4 -Screening Questions 
(at end of slides)

26

Greeting Participants
Look the person in the eyes, smile, exchange 
names, thank them, offer a handshake
Get a sense of the participant’s mood
Confirm participant’s identity

Creating Comfort
One of your roles is the “Gracious Host”

Obtaining Informed Consent
What will happen during the session
Participants right to stop
Right to take a break
Disclosure that you will be videotaping/recording
The ways data and recordings will be used
Assurance of confidentiality

Initial Contact – When Participants Arrive
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Figure 5.6 Sample informed 
consent form
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Preparing yourself
Make sure you understand the purpose of the 
test and each task
Arrive early and make sure the equipment and 
materials are ready

Preparing participants
Try to keep this part of the session to 10 
minutes
Tell participants the purpose of the study 
Tell participants what they will be doing

Using a script or checklist
Use a script or checklist to make sure you cover 
everything in the pretest briefing

Practicing the think-aloud technique
Confirming that participants are ready 

Initial Contact – The Pretest Briefing

Video 1 & 2
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Figure 5.7 Sample checklist for 

pretest briefing
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After the briefing you are ready to 
start collecting data

Provide users with tasks or giving 
them a pretest questionnaire

Switch to the role of neutral observer

Initial Contact – Transitioning to the Tasks
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What are the issues during the 60 to 90 
minutes when participants are working on the 
tasks?

How much to interact
Keeping them talking
Probing for more information
Providing encouragement
Dealing with failure
Providing assistance

Interacting During the Session
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How much to interact
Previously discussed that amount of 
interaction depends on the test

Keeping them talking
Verbalize their experiences as 
they’re interacting with the product
Describe their expectations 
regarding various features or the 
product
Share personal preferences and 
any other comments they may have

Interacting During the Session

Prompting as a reminder
• So …?
• So, you’re thinking?
• What are you seeing 

here?
• Tell me what happened?
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Probing for more information
Intervention by a moderator that asks 
participants for additional information 
or clarification

Probing Questions
Tell me more about…
Describe a little more about…
Help me to understand a little about…
What would you do next?
I noticed you paused before clicking, 
what were you thinking at that point?

Probes to avoid (biases!)
Don’t talk over participants or interrupt 
them
Avoid using a probe to indirectly talk to 
developers through participants

Interacting During the Session

• What were users really 
thinking?

• Do they understand a 
concept?

• Was the action or 
outcome expected?
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Providing encouragement
Testing of poorly designed products leads 
to errors, need for assistance, or failure of 
tasks
Ease burden by encouraging participants
Encourage participants to continue

How?
Pick a task early and provide 
encouragement after that task
Don’t forget role as neutral observer
Don’t reinforce positive or negative 
behaviors

Interacting During the Session

Your thinking aloud is very clear. 
You’re being very helpful.

You’re doing fine

You’re really helping us

You’re giving us the kinds of 
information we need to make 
this product better

Good work on that one!
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Dealing with failure
Usability testing should uncover flaws

Users will feel they have failed if they can’t 
complete a task

Explain that you are not testing them, but testing 
the product
Do not make the product better by taking failure 
away or minimizing it’s impact

Interacting During the Session
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Dealing with failure
Cues that participant’s emotions may have 
become too intense

Sweating, especially around the face and neck
Looking intensely at the product and nowhere else
Tension in voice, or sighs, or huffs
Obvious anger
Silence for long periods of time
Tunnel vision
Tears or rapid blinking

Responses to a participant’s distress
“How are you doing” to assess their state
Take a break
Have participant stand up, walk around, get water
Stop the test

Ways not to respond to a participant's distress
Commiserate
Tell a white lie

Interacting During the Session
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Providing assistance
Problems revealed sequentially
An early problem can prevent uncovering later 
problems
Provide assistance to move past hurdle
Avoid giving them information that will help with later 
tasks

What is an assist?

Giving assistance
Repeated pattern of unproductive behavior
Tried several alternatives and asks for help
Heading towards a sequence that will cause product 
failure
Time limit near, or won’t have time for other tasks
Thinks the task is complete, but it’s not

Interacting During the Session
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Intervention versus assists
Clarification of a task is not an assist
Prompting participants to think aloud is not an 
assist
Help participants recover from a bug or redirect 
them when they choose a correct but 
unanticipated path

Not giving assistance
Going down the wrong path, give them time to 
recover
Type of testing does not allow for help 
(competitive test between products)
Type of product your are testing, is it self 
service or will training be required?

Interacting During the Session
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Levels of assistance
Level 1 – Breaking a repeating sequence

“Try reading the task again”

Level 2 – Providing a general hint
“Remember how you started this start, you were getting close”
“You actually went by the option you needed”

Level 3 – Providing a specific hint
“The option is in the Edit menu”

Level 4 – Telling participants how to do the next step
“Open the Edit menu and select Preferences”

Interacting During the Session
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Completing a task for a participant
Contingent task is one that must be 
completed before attempting later 
tasks
Try to avoid these, not always 
possible
Let user know why you are 
completing task
Ask them to look away so you don’t 
give information away

Measuring assists
Does providing assist mean failure? 
How many assists mean failure?

Interacting During the Session

Completed with 
assistanceCompleted

Not 
completed

Specific assist

General assist

Number of assist

Video 3 & 4
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Maintaining your Roles
Feeling of relief after the last task, usually the 
most stressful part
Important information still needed

Gracious Host
Ask participants if they want to take a break

Neutral Observer
Don’t bias participants’ perceptions by talking 
about how hard or easy tasks were
Don’t tell them the break is because the tasks 
were hard or failure of tasks

Leader
Good time to talk to visitors, see if they have 
questions they want you to ask

Interacting During the Post-test Activities
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Determining the order of activities
Diagnostic test

Discuss key events 
Move to subjective ratings and open-ended 
questions
Want to uncover usability issues that come 
from the participant’s reactions to the product 
and their performance

Summative test
Administer questionnaires and ratings first
These measures are more reliable the closer 
they are to the events they refer to

Comparison test
You may ask which product the prefer first
Don’t want discussion of open-ended 
questions and task performance to change 
rating answers

Interacting During the Post-test Activities

Possible Activities
• Discussion about key events 

that happened while participants 
were working on tasks

• Set of open-ended questions 
about the product

• Set of questions about aspects 
of the product not covered by 
the test

• Self-administered questionnaire 
of closed-ended questions or 
ratings that ask about the 
usability of the product
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Clarifying things that occurred during the test
Diagnostic test is supposed to help uncover 
usability information
Don’t want to interrupt participant for clarification 
during testing
Some issues are best discussed after participant 
has seen all of the product or worked through all of 
the tasks

Interacting During the Post-test Activities
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Administering ratings and questionnaires
Questionnaires

Product or company specific, or standardized questions 
from literature
Self-administered, read by moderator, or a combination 
of written and out loud

Ratings
Small group of participants (5-8) cannot provide reliable 
quantitative data
More important to know why participants choose their 
answers than the numeric value

Accuracy of ratings
Truthfulness and reliability of values provided by 
participants
The need to please, the need to be positive and not 
critical, the need to appear computer literate, really want 
the product/feature and don’t want to delay release

Interacting During the Post-test Activities

Video 5
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Figure 7.1 A post-test self-
administered questionnaire
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Asking open-ended questions
Wait until the end, more users feel this is an invitation 
to end the session

Example questions
“What are the three things you liked best and least about 
your experience with this product?”
“You have been working with this product for about an 
hour. Tell me about your impressions about its ease or 
difficulty of use.”
“How does this [product] compare to other similar ones 
you have seen?”
“If you could make a significant change, what would it be 
and why?”
“Is there anything you would remove if you could?”
“Is there anything you would add if you could?”
“Is there anything more you have to add?”
“Anything else?”

Interacting During the Post-test Activities
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Allowing others to interact with participants
Ask if developers or managers want to 
speak with participants
May want to talk to participant about 
something they saw
May want to share other features

Important to monitor conversation
Make sure interaction is professional
Don’t let visitors make promises about the 
product they have no control over
Don’t let visitors ask personal questions or 
get the participants to try more tasks

Interacting During the Post-test Activities
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Final activities – providing incentives
Cash - provide it in a envelope, have participant count it, 
then have them sign a receipt
Gift certificate - provide in an envelope, tell participant how 
to use/activate it, then have them sign a receipt
Check or merchandise - have participant sign for it
Mailed out later - have them complete a form with contact 
information, provide form indicating when they should 
receive incentive and who to contact if they don’t

Ending the session
Ask if they want to participant in future activities, added to 
database
Make sure they can get back to their cars or to local 
transportation
Thank them!

Interacting During the Post-test Activities


