


Praise for Moderating Usability Tests

Interacting with participants in a calm and neutral manner may well be the most diffi cult 
part of doing usability testing. Now you no longer have to worry about how to do that. 
Just follow Dumas and Loring’s wonderful, practical advice and you will be prepared not 
only for typical encounters, but also for the unusual and unexpected, for doing remote 
testing, and for working with special populations. Moderating Usability Tests is a great 
resource for anyone who interacts with usability test participants.
 —Janice (Ginny) Redish, President, Redish & Associates, Inc.

Everyone talks about research methods, but the formal aspects of those methods only 
get you so far. The difference between getting a little data or a lot of data, only discover-
ing problems or getting ideas about solutions, bias or validity, throw-away data versus 
generalizable insights, often depends on the soft skills—the ability to effectively moder-
ate testing. In the past, you were expected to get these skills through apprenticeships or 
trial and error. Moderating Usability Tests removes the mystery and provides practical 
advice on how to get the most out of research. It will be invaluable to students learning 
about usability testing for the fi rst time, people newly charged with evaluating products, 
and even old hands looking to refi ne and improve their technique.
 —Arnold (Arnie) Lund, Director of User Experience, Microsoft

You may not think that being a “Gracious Host” is among your assignments in moderat-
ing a usability test, but you will learn why this and other roles with similarly illuminating 
names are important to your success. In this generous book, Dumas and Loring give the 
benefi t of their decades of experience and astute observation of both the foundational 
and the subtle aspects of conducting usability tests. Many questions you didn’t think to 
ask until you were on the hot seat are answered here, and will help you achieve a level 
of confi dence as a test moderator that may have seemed beyond reach, even if your par-
ticipants are from challenging-to-test populations. With this highly ethical and thor-
oughly grounded program for developing moderator skills and avoiding pitfalls, Dumas 
and Loring make a strong contribution to the body of knowledge on testing products. 
The big surprise of the book is that their clear, reasoned, and detailed suggestions about 
interacting with test participants and developers will likely spill over and improve your 
relationships with coworkers, family, neighbors, and friends.
 —Elisabeth Bayle, Bayle Collaborations

At this point, virtually everyone in the software industry knows what usability testing is. 
An unfortunate side effect of this awareness is that many people are conducting usability 
testing who have no idea how to do so in a way that will yield valid, reliable, and useful 
data. Other than the design of the test itself, proper and effective moderation of test 
sessions is one of the most important—and least understood—aspects of usability testing. 
Here is a book by two highly regarded experts that covers this topic thoroughly in a very 
readable format. No one who has not already been well trained should attempt to 
conduct usability testing without fi rst reading this book cover to cover, and viewing all 
the excellent videos the authors provide on the book’s web site.
 —Deborah J. Mayhew, Deborah J. Mayhew & Associates
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Preface

From many conversations with other usability testers, we know that our training as 
moderators was typical. We both learned how to moderate usability tests the same way: 
a colleague let us watch a few sessions and then watched us struggle for one or two ses-
sions. There was no formal training and no set of professionally accepted procedures.

Since then, we have moderated numerous usability tests and watched thousands of ses-
sions and debated good and bad practices with colleagues over the years. Clearly, a logical 
and practical approach to training moderators to be as effective as possible in the pursuit 
of valid usability testing was overdue. We looked at the literature and found some good, 
but limited, advice. Two currently available books on how to conduct a test, Dumas and 
Redish (1993) and Rubin (1994), each have one chapter on moderating. A later source, 
Snyder (2003), has several chapters, but they focus on moderating tests of paper proto-
types. No previously published authors have presented a set of rules that underlie effec-
tive moderating.

While preparing a tutorial on test moderation for the Usability Professionals’ Association 
annual meeting, we realized that our best practices (developed through the trials and 
errors of two decades) could be captured in a set of professional guidelines. Moderating 
is more than just an art. Unfortunately, it is not something any intelligent person can 
walk in and do effectively. So, we created the ten golden rules of moderating that we 
present in chapters 3 and 4 and apply throughout.

Our experiences made very clear that new moderators need more than just verbal 
descriptions of how to interact with test participants. They need to see experienced 
moderators in action, dealing with specifi c situations. To illustrate how the rules trans-
late into practice, we fi lmed a set of videos, several of which were later refi lmed to 
accompany this book. In addition, we invited some of our colleagues to discuss what 
they saw in each video. We fi lmed these panel discussions, too. The videos and panel 
discussions can be found on the publisher’s web site (www.mkp.com/moderatingtests). 
Also on the site is a table that lists all of the places in the book where each video and 
the web site are discussed.

Our goal for this book is to enrich the learning experience for new test moderators. In 
doing so, we hope to establish a consensus that we and our colleagues can use to move 
moderating from an art passed on in private to a set of agreed-upon practices that can 
be used in an effective training program.
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Introduction

Chapter 1

1

This book grew out of a tutorial that we presented at several Usability 
Professionals’ Association (UPA) conferences starting in 2004. The 
success of the tutorial and the positive reaction of the participants 
led us to expand the scope and publish it as a book. It is intended 
for both newcomers to usability testing and experienced practitioners 
who want to refl ect on their own practices.

1.1 WHY THIS BOOK?

Usability testing is now accepted as the evaluation method that infl u-
ences product design the most (Rosenbaum, Rohm, & Homburg, 
2000). To a large extent, successful usability testing depends on the 
skills of the person moderating the test. Most practitioners, however, 
learn how to moderate with little formal training and almost no 
feedback on their technique. They watch a few test sessions, moderate 
a few under supervision, and then proceed without further evalua-
tion. It’s not surprising that researchers have found that moderators, 
even in the same organization, don’t follow the same practices (Boren 
& Ramey, 2000).

With the exception of short sections in Rubin (1994) and Snyder 
(2003), the literature on usability testing provides only general advice 
about interacting with test participants. In addition, there are no 
sources about either general principles or specifi c guidelines that 
provide a rationale for what moderators should or shouldn’t do. 
Maybe this is because many people consider it part of the “art” of 
testing—a skill that is diffi cult to teach. The lack of relevant literature 
became a problem as we tried to teach people how to moderate. 
Therefore, in this book we go into depth about what to do (and what 



 2 CHAPTER 1 Introduction

not to do) while interacting with test participants, and we present a 
set of rules of good practice.

Although one paper discusses situations that happen infrequently 
(that is, Loring & Patel, 2001), this book focuses on the common 
situations you will encounter in typical usability test sessions.

Over time, as we taught people how to moderate test sessions, we 
recognized the need to address the diffi culties that moderators have 
with the following issues:

■ learning how to overcome the initial anxiety that all new 
moderators experience

■ staying in control of the test session
■ being friendly but resisting becoming friends with participants
■ dealing with personal—rather than the participant’s—anxiety 

while struggling with usability problems
■ balancing the trade-off between respecting participants’ rights 

and pushing them to keep working
■ knowing when and how to provide assistance to participants
■ knowing how to probe for more information in an unbiased 

way

We hope that by addressing these and other issues in this book, we 
are making a valuable contribution to the fi eld.

1.2 WHAT IS USABILITY TESTING?

Usability testing is a systematic way of observing actual and potential 
users of a product as they work with it under controlled conditions. 
It differs from other evaluation methods (such as quality assurance 
testing and product demonstrations) in that users try to complete 
tasks with a product on their own, with little help. Usability testing 
can be conducted in a laboratory, in a conference room, in the par-
ticipant’s environment, or remotely. Companies use this method 
to evaluate software, hardware, documentation, web sites, or any 
product with a user interface.

People are recruited, and usually compensated, to participate in the 
sessions. The goal of the study may be to uncover as many usability 
“bugs” as possible or to compare the usability of two products. A 
typical test session involves one participant and one moderator, lasts 
one to two hours, and includes these tasks:



■ greeting the participant
■ explaining the participant’s rights and having him or her sign an 

informed consent
■ explaining how the session will proceed
■ guiding participants through a set of carefully selected tasks using 

the product, usually while thinking aloud
■ recording data in one or more ways
■ asking participants to summarize their experience

1.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF MODERATING SKILLS

Usability testing is like many things—easy to do, but hard to do well, 
and improved only through practice. The moderator’s manner of 
interaction with participants from fi rst recruiting them to thanking 
them at the end of the session is critical to the success of the test, the 
validity of the data, and the reputation of the moderator’s organiza-
tion. A test moderator must be unbiased and neutral regarding the 
product while being open and approachable to participants. This 
mixture of neutrality and approachability can be diffi cult to 
accomplish.

1.4 THE GOLDEN RULES OF MODERATING

Because most practitioners have learned only by example, they have 
seldom thought about the underlying principles of interacting with 
test participants. This led us to create the golden rules of interacting 
for moderators of usability tests. Our rules attempt to capture the best 
practices of interacting and provide a rationale for the practices 
described in the rules. The golden rules are:

 1. Decide how to interact based on the purpose of the test.
 2. Respect the 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 participants 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.

These rules will help you deal with new situations that you may 
encounter. We discuss these rules in detail in chapters 3 and 4.

 1.4 The golden rules of moderating 3



 4 CHAPTER 1 Introduction

1.5 CULTURAL POINTS OF VIEW

As we developed the material for this book, it became clear that we 
have the perspective and assumptions of usability specialists from the 
United States. In the book, we don’t pretend to be otherwise. Instead, 
we state our biases up front and, where possible, discuss the need to 
be sensitive to cultural differences. In some cases, we cite literature 
about ways people from various cultures might react, but we don’t 
attempt to guess how moderators and participants from other cul-
tures might react. While we cite the few studies that describe ways 
that people from other cultures react to testing situations, we don’t 
extrapolate beyond those studies by guessing how people from other 
cultures may react to our golden rules. The role of culture in usability 
testing is a new and interesting topic that is just beginning to be 
explored. It would be wonderful if practitioners from other cultures 
would create localized sets of golden rules!

1.6 ABOUT THE SIDEBARS IN THIS BOOK

Throughout the book, we offer sidebars to supplement the text. There 
are two types of sidebar. The fi rst type presents short descriptions of 
relevant research studies that shed light on the topic at hand. Entitled 
“What the Research Says,” each focuses on the practical implications 
of one published study.

The second type presents interviews with a variety of moderators at 
different organizations to allow them to express their views about a 
topic. Some of the moderators are new to moderating and others are 
quite experienced. Hence, these are entitled “Interviews with a New 
[or Experienced] Moderator.” We found that stating the principles in 
moderators’ own words can be more informative and colorful than 
if we described them ourselves.

1.7  ABOUT THE VIDEOS THAT ACCOMPANY 
THIS BOOK

Perhaps one reason that interacting with test participants has not 
been adequately addressed in the literature is that it doesn’t lend itself 
well to description only on paper. To fully grasp both the art and the 
craft of test moderation, it helps to observe the interactions—includ-
ing facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, and numerous 
other factors—that can have a direct impact on the test outcome but 
are diffi cult to convey in words.



To provide another dimension, we created a number of short videos 
to accompany this book. The role-playing videos show both good 
and not-so-good moderating practices. The fi lmed discussion by a 
panel of usability experts gives their opinions about what they see in 
the videos and discusses trade-offs that you might consider in each 
situation.

The videos, available on the book’s web site were fi lmed in the 
Bentley College Design and Usability Center laboratory and were 
carefully scripted to illustrate the points we want to make.

Chapter 11 describes the type and content of the videos and suggests 
how to get the most value from them.

1.8 ABOUT THE COMPANION WEB SITE

The companion web site for this book is www.mkp.com/
moderatingtests. In addition to the videos, you will fi nd downloadable 
versions of the sample test materials in the book, such as the check-
lists, forms, and recruiting scripts.

 1.8 About the companion web site 5
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Getting started as a test moderator

Chapter 2

7

This chapter provides some guidance to moderators who are just start-
ing out, but our comments may also be useful for experienced mod-
erators who need to refresh their memories or who are training others. 
We discuss the attributes of a great moderator, types of testing, mod-
erator (sometimes confl icting) roles, the basics of running a test, and 
fi nally some ways to get started quickly as a moderator. If you’re 
familiar with usability testing, most of this material will be a review.

2.1 WHAT MAKES A GREAT MODERATOR?

Moderating usability tests is not as easy as it looks. If you’re reading 
this book, you have probably seen a number of test sessions and may 
even have moderated some (or many) yourself. Some moderators 
make it look easy and others are so nervous that you feel nervous 
just watching them. Some moderators are able to elicit wonderful 
insights from test participants; others simply go through the motions. 
Some remain neutral and others seem to lead or bias the participants. 
Why is there so much variation?

Becoming a great test moderator takes four things:

1. Understanding the basics of usability testing
2. Interacting well with test participants (our golden rules)
3. Ability to establish and maintain rapport with participants
4. Lots of practice

2.1.1 Understanding usability testing

To be an effective moderator, you need a fi rm understanding of what 
usability testing is all about. You need to know the following:



 8 CHAPTER 2 Getting started as a test moderator

■ the purpose of the test that you are moderating. The purpose deter-
mines how much and when to interact with participants.

■ how usability testing differs from other evaluation methods. The 
emphasis here is on obtaining valid data from a small sample of 
typical users, and letting the users speak.

■ how tests are designed. For example, design might be important in 
presenting the product and related tasks in the context of their 
intended use.

■ how tests are planned. Every task has a purpose and the order of 
tasks may be important to the test’s validity. Sometimes it’s impor-
tant to probe for an understanding of the concept behind a user 
interface component. Stopping a task before the participant has 
completed it may be required in some tests but not in others.

■ how and why data is being collected. The emphasis may be on the 
quantitative measures or the qualitative measures, depending on 
the test goals.

Fundamental knowledge of usability testing is vital to understanding 
the material in this book, so if you need more information, we 
suggest that you read a book on the basics of usability tests (e.g., 
Dumas & Redish, 1999; Rubin, 1994) or take one of the many 
courses available.

2.1.2 The basics of interacting

The ways that practitioners interact with test participants has a huge 
effect on test results. Moderators (or their team mates) interact with 
participants throughout the testing process, including

■ selecting them for the study.
■ greeting them when they arrive.
■ providing an introduction to the test.
■ guiding them as they are performing tasks.
■ interacting during the post-test debriefi ng.
■ thanking them and giving them their compensation.

2.1.3 The ability to establish and maintain a rapport

Our golden rules express the importance of establishing and main-
taining a connection with participants. Some people seem to natu-
rally have the “right” personality for moderating, but others don’t 
take to it so easily. This means that some people who are new to 
testing will need to work harder at establishing rapport than others 
will. Even so, we have observed that many people in the usability 

What Is a Usability Test?

There are several types of 

usability test, but the most 

common is a diagnostic test that 

takes place during product 

development. Such tests have 

these elements:

■ The primary focus is on 

usability.

■ Actual or potential users 

participate.

■ Participants attempt tasks with 

the product.

■ Participants usually think aloud 

as they work with the product.

■ Moderators observe and 

record behavior and 

comments.

■ Moderators diagnose usability 

problems and recommend 

improvements.

A diagnostic usability test is not a 

market research study, a quality 

assurance (QA) test, or a beta test.

Why Conduct a Usability Test?

■ To evaluate the usability of a 

prototype

■ To uncover problems before a 

product release

■ To choose the best among 

early design concepts

■ To determine the baseline of 

usability to measure progress

■ To retest a modifi ed design

■ To compare two or more 

competing products



profession are naturally “people people,” so once they have some 
experience, it’s easy for them to establish an appropriate rapport with 
test participants.

2.1.4 Lots of practice

Once you know the basics, becoming a great moderator only takes 
time and practice. Over time, you will gain enough experience and 
confi dence to handle almost any situation calmly and effectively. (We 
say almost any situation because even after twenty years, we still 
encounter tests that challenge our ability to stay calm!) Practicing 
will help you get over the initial nervousness that all new moderators 
feel.

2.2 ROLES OF A MODERATOR

One of the things that makes moderating test sessions different from, 
say, conducting interviews or moderating focus groups is that you 
must simultaneously fi ll multiple roles. As a moderator, you must be 
unbiased and neutral with regard to the product, be in control of the 
session, and be open to and approachable by participants. Getting 
this mixture of neutrality and attachment right is the challenge of 
moderating effectively. One of our favorite quotes comes from 
Carolyn Snyder’s book on paper prototyping: “A test facilitator is like 
a duck—serene on the surface, but paddling like heck underneath” 
(Snyder, 2003).

When moderating, your primary roles will be:

■ The Gracious Host
■ The Leader
■ The Neutral Observer

2.2.1 The Gracious Host

Your job as a moderator does not begin and end in the test room. 
You are responsible for making participants feel welcome from the 
moment they arrive to the moment they leave. This means attending 
to their physical comfort, ensuring that the session goes smoothly, 
and ensuring that they have a positive experience overall.

A Gracious Host makes it a point to do the following:

■ Greet the participant warmly, either in person or over the phone 
in a remote session.

 2.2 Roles of a moderator 9
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■ Offer to take his or her coat, bags, and such.
■ Offer refreshments (at least a glass of water or a cup of coffee).
■ Offer them breaks.
■ Accommodate them in every way possible.

The last item is particularly important. The fi rst thing to do is ask if 
participants need any adjustments to the test setup. For example, 
some participants are left-handed, so you may need to move the 
mouse to the left side of the computer or sit on their right side so 
that they can write more comfortably. Similarly, many participants 
wear bifocals and may prefer the computer screen to be closer. If 
participants have hearing, vision, mobility, or dexterity impairments, 
accommodating their needs may involve special transportation, assis-
tive devices, or adjustments to the test room setup. Chapter 10 dis-
cusses the special accommodations needed for people with hearing, 
vision, mobility, or dexterity impairments in detail.

2.2.2 The Leader

One of our golden rules for participant interaction is “Respect the 
participants as experts, but remain in charge.” This rule indicates that 
participants expect us to know what we’re doing and expect us to take 
the lead. After all, we have asked them to participate in the study, 
and we are in control of how the session goes. Therefore, your second 
role is that of leader. A Leader must do the following:

■ Control the pacing of the session so that it moves smoothly.
■ Project a sense of confi dence in the testing process.
■ Take charge when software bugs appear or the product crashes.
■ Know what to do when participants need encouragement, prompts, 

or assistance.

We discuss numerous aspects of these responsibilities, such as hiding 
uncertainty, projecting confi dence, and suppressing negative emo-
tions, in chapter 3.

2.2.3 The Neutral Observer

While participants are attempting to complete tasks with the product, 
your primary role becomes that of a Neutral Observer. At this point, 
your main goal is to collect accurate data while being a Gracious Host 
and remaining in charge. For example, a Neutral Observer does the 
following:



■ Lets the participants speak.
■ Asks unbiased questions.
■ Neither encourages nor discourages emotional comments.
■ Avoids defending the product design.

You need to be unbiased and objective and keep interactions to a 
minimum while providing support and encouragement to the par-
ticipant when needed. Juggling these roles is a challenge we will 
address in detail.

2.2.4 Other possible roles

Although we are concentrating mainly on diagnostic and summative 
tests in this book, you should be aware that different roles may be 
required in other types of specialized usability testing. For example, 
in a test of a paper prototype, Snyder (2003) characterizes the roles 
of the moderator as Flight Attendant (who safeguards the well-being 
of participants), Sportscaster (who asks questions and talks to maxi-
mize information fl ow to observers), and Scientist (who maintains 
the integrity of the data).

2.2.5 When roles change

It’s a good idea to explain to participants about your changing roles 
in the pretest instructions. It’s also good to avoid changing roles 
abruptly. For example, if you start off being very chatty and then stop 
talking without warning, it could be disorienting to the participants. 
When switching from Gracious Host to Neutral Observer, tell partici-
pants that you are going to try not to talk to them, except to ask clari-
fying questions.

2.2.6 When roles confl ict

Of course, your roles may confl ict at times. In particular, your 
roles as Gracious Host and Neutral Observer might confl ict when 
you ask participants to struggle with a diffi cult product or task. 
They may become frustrated or upset and blame themselves, and 
as Gracious Host you may want to remove their discomfort but as 
Neutral Observer you may need to let them continue. We have 
more to say about this confl ict in chapter 3 under golden rules 2 
and 3.

 2.2 Roles of a moderator 11
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2.3 TESTING LOCATIONS

Usability tests can be conducted in a variety of locations using a 
number of techniques for capturing data. Table 2.1 provides an over-
view of advantages and disadvantages you may want to consider 
because they affect how you interact with participants.

When choosing the best location for your test, consider these factors:

■ The amount of testing you plan to do
■ The number of people who will observe
■ The locations of participants and observers
■ The type of product you are testing
■ Your budget and schedule
■ The types of interactions you need to have with participants

2.4 TEST PREPARATION

In this section we review the basic tasks involved in preparing for a 
usability test. Preparation is key to being relaxed and in control when 
the participants arrive.

2.4.1 Planning ahead

A successful moderator is well prepared. Although every test is differ-
ent, preparation typically includes the following steps:

■ Decide on the goals of the test.
■ Design the test protocol.
■ Determine the number and demographics of participants.
■ Determine the location of the test.
■ Schedule test dates and times.
■ Prepare a screener to recruit participants (or hire an agency).
■ Determine the tasks users will perform.
■ Prepare the test script.
■ Arrange for participants’ compensation.
■ Determine the equipment needed (hardware, software, video 

recording, etc.).
■ Prepare other materials needed (consent forms, task cards, 

receipts for compensation, etc.).
■ Set up the testing area or lab.
■ Perform sound and video recording checks.
■ Conduct a practice (pilot) test.
■ Refi ne the test script and materials if necessary.
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Table 2.1 Common Testing Locations

Location Advantages Disadvantages

Participant’s 

environment

■ Participants don’t have to come to you.

■ It may be easier to recruit participants.

■  Participants may feel more comfortable and 

relaxed.

■  Participants have access to their tools and 

resources.

■  Participants who use assistive technologies can 

use their personal setups, which are usually 

customized.

■  You have less control over the situation 

and environment.

■  Participants may experience distractions 

and interruptions.

■  You have to bring all your test materials 

and recording equipment with you.

■  Logistically it is a bit more diffi  cult for you 

(getting directions, travel time, etc.).

■  Your interactions with participants may 

disrupt other people who are trying to 

work.

■  It’s diffi  cult (or impossible) to 

accommodate observers.

Internal usability 

lab

■  You have complete control over the environment, 

which makes moderating easier.

■  You can create a comfortable viewing 

environment for observers.

■  Observers and participants are away from 

distractions and interruptions.

■  Having a dedicated space makes iterative testing 

easier and quicker.

■  It’s particularly convenient when participants are 

internal to the development organization.

■  It’s more convenient for the development team 

to come and observe.

■  It’s convenient for testing physical products and 

devices that require a lot of setup.

■ It requires a dedicated space.

■  The initial setup for a fully equipped lab 

can be expensive.

■  Testing can’t be anonymous because you 

are bringing users to your own building. 

This could introduce bias.

Commercial 

market research 

facility or 

usability lab

■  You have complete control over the environment, 

which makes moderating easier.

■  Independent usability labs are set up specifi cally 

for usability testing.

■  Independent labs have trained usability staff  that 

can help you with moderating, note-taking, data 

analysis, and reporting.

■  There is usually a comfortable viewing 

environment for observers.

■  Observers and participants are away from 

distractions and interruptions.

■  It provides anonymity to help reduce bias.

■  It is convenient for testing physical products and 

devices that require a lot of setup.

■  Many facilities can recruit participants for you, 

ensure that they arrive, provide hosting services, 

and handle compensation.

■  Outsourcing costs money. On the other 

hand, you can obtain a specifi c quote for 

the cost.

■  Market research facilities are usually not 

set up for usability testing, so you may 

have to subcontract video recording or 

other technologies.

■  You need to plan ahead and bring the 

product and all your testing materials 

with you.

■  You are not in your usual environment, so 

you may be more apprehensive during 

the fi rst few sessions.

Continued
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We like to use checklists to ensure that we don’t forget any of these 
steps. Obviously, each step requires further explanation if you have 
never moderated a test. For more information on test preparation, 
refer to Dumas and Redish (1999) or Rubin (1994).

2.4.2 Planning for many tasks

For many new moderators, the hardest thing about running a test is 
multitasking all of the things that have to be done in addition to 
actually interacting with the participants. For example, you may be 
responsible for

■ setting up the product or software for each participant.
■ taking notes during the test.
■ recording task times or other quantitative data.
■ watching the elapsed time, and deciding what to do if a participant 

will not fi nish.
■ handling technical diffi culties with the product.
■ running the recording equipment or software.
■ interacting with clients and other observers or support staff.

Our advice is to be as practiced and prepared in these things as pos-
sible, so you can give your full attention to the participants rather 
than worrying whether the DVD is still recording. Some tips:

■ If you have to perform setup tasks with the product or software 
between test sessions, practice before the test, and make sure you 
have a checklist of everything you have to do. Also, remember to 
leave enough time between sessions.

Table 2.1 Common Testing Locations cont  .  .  .

Location Advantages Disadvantages

Remotely via the 

Internet

■  It increases the participant pool because geo-

graphy is no longer an issue.

■  All the advantages of testing in the user’s 

environment apply.

■  Some new moderators fi nd it easier to moderate 

remotely because they are not in the spotlight.

■  There is some evidence to suggest that 

participants may be more honest in their opinions 

when tested remotely.

■  As a moderator, you have less control 

over the environment.

■  Participants may experience distractions 

and interruptions.

■  If you do not use cameras, you are not 

able to see participants’ faces or body 

language.



■ Prepare a data collection sheet or fi le (if typing notes) ahead of 
time, and have a good labeling and numbering scheme so that the 
notes don’t get mixed up.

■ Know well in advance the types of measures you will be collecting, 
and have a consistent way to record them.

■ Know the product and the tasks well enough that you can antici-
pate problems participants might have, whether technical or 
usability related.

■ Decide ahead of time what you will do if one or more participants 
are not able to fi nish all tasks. For example, prioritize so that the 
last tasks are least important and can be omitted, or establish a 
time limit for each task.

■ If you are running recording equipment, practice setting it up 
several times before the test, and play it back. There have been 
times when we have discovered too late that we had video 
with no audio or audio with no video! This can be a big 
pro blem if you need to create a highlight tape or if important 
stakeholders are unable to attend and want to watch the record-
ings later.

2.4.3 Understanding the domain and product

It is important to understand as much as possible about the product 
you’re testing. Test results can be compromised because moderators 
who do well under normal circumstances are testing (for whatever 
reason) something that they do not fully understand; their moderat-
ing and often note-taking suffers.

At the same time, keep in mind that the participants often have much 
more expertise than you do in the subject of the test. Be careful not 
to act like a “know-it-all.” Let the participants teach you a little about 
their fi eld—after all, you recruited them because they are experts in 
a certain domain and you want to hear their perspectives.

2.5 JUMP-STARTING YOUR MODERATING SKILLS

In this section we provide guidance for new moderators who want 
to or need to get started quickly.

2.5.1 Six things you can do fi rst

The following suggestions will help you jump-start your moderating 
skills and form a solid foundation for your moderating career:

 2.5 Jump-starting your moderating skills 15
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1. Read and understand the ten golden rules we present in chapters 
3 and 4.

2. Watch the videos that accompany this book because we show both 
good and poor practices.

3. Observe a few usability test sessions, either in person or pre  -
recorded.

4. Use checklists to stay organized.
5. Practice and have a colleague critique you (preferably one with 

moderating experience).
6. Attend a short course on conducting usability tests.

Of course, once you get started, it is equally important to monitor 
yourself and continually improve and adapt your skills to new 
situations.

2.5.2 The big challenges

We have had the opportunity to train many new moderators over 
the past twenty years. New moderators commonly have trouble 
with two situations: starting the session and managing a struggling 
participant.

Starting the session

Many new moderators experience performance anxiety, especially 
when they are being observed by their managers or important clients. 
The experience is a lot like the fi rst few minutes of a speech. To mini-
mize your anxiety at the beginning of a session, you can take several 
actions:

■ Make sure you are well prepared.
■ Arrive early, 10 to 15 minutes before the test, and make sure the 

equipment and the materials are ready.
■ Memorize the fi rst two or three sentences of the pretest briefi ng 

while imagining that you are looking at the participant.
■ Take several deep breaths just before you go to meet the participant 

and continue to breathe deeply.

When participants struggle

When participants seem to be having diffi culty, the new moderator’s 
intuition screams, “I need to help this person so they won’t feel bad 
about themselves!” This emotion may show in the moderator’s body 
language and in the need to talk with the participant. It takes practice 
to be silent and watch. Most inexperienced moderators say too much 



and say things they wouldn’t if they had more experience. New mod-
erators need practice to stay in the Neutral Observer role during 
stressful periods. They also need to be assured that every moderator 
has diffi culty with this and that saying things you wished you hadn’t 
is a normal part of moderating.

■ FIGURE 2.1 A moderator takes a minute to relax before a session.
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INTERVIEW WITH A NEW MODERATOR

1. What moments caused you the most stress?

I think the anticipation right before my fi rst session was the most stressful. I was 

just so worried that I was going to forget something during the briefi ng, or say 

something leading while the participant worked on the tasks.

After having gone through it a couple of times now, the part that still 

stresses me out is when the participant asks a direct question, such as, “Was that 

the right way to do that?” I worry about what to say so as not to annoy them 

but not to give anything away. I think it is an art to be able to answer a question 

with another question aimed at uncovering what you (the moderator) want to 

know from the participant.

2.  Did you fi nd it more or less stressful to run remote sessions versus in the 

lab? What’s the diff erence, if any?
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As a rookie, the idea of moderating in general was pretty nerve-wracking. I felt 

more stress about moderating a face-to-face session in the lab as compared to 

a remote session. One reason for this might be that I had observed someone 

else successfully moderate remote sessions, so I was less intimidated. Plus, as a 

new moderator, I fi nd myself constantly worrying about things like talking too 

much, my tone, and wanting to help the participant. During the face-to-face 

sessions I am trying to process what’s happening, but I’m also coaching myself 

to remain silent, to allow them to struggle, to remind them to think aloud if they 

are not.

Moderating a remote session reduced some of the mental burden for me 

because I was not infl uenced by the participant’s body language or my own 

perceptions of their reactions to the product. I had to rely only on what I saw on 

screen, and what they said, to make inferences. I think this allowed me to con-

centrate on the task at hand and worry less about saying or doing something 

to unduly infl uence the participant. I didn’t have to coach myself as much.

I also felt less stressed about moderating the remote session because I 

thought that if I was unsure of something, I could put the participant on hold, 

almost like a “time out” without them knowing, and ask one of the senior staff  

what to do.

I guess the technical diffi  culties that can arise during a remote session can 

add to the stress, but I think it was mitigated somewhat by the fact that I had 

experimented with the remote testing software and learned how to use it in 

advance of the tests.
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In this chapter, we present the fi rst fi ve golden rules for interacting 
with test participants. We divided the rules into two chapters to avoid 
having a chapter that was twice as long as the others. The choice of 
which fi ve rules to put into this chapter was not arbitrary; we believe 
that these fi ve are the most important, so we call them our core rules.

Each rule describes an important piece of the foundation on which 
effective moderating stands. We expect that other moderators may 
have a somewhat different set of rules or may disagree with some of 
the details of ours. But the rules provide a stake in the ground to 
begin the discussion about best practices for moderating a test.

The fi ve rules in this chapter are the broadest in scope. They lay the 
foundation for effective moderating. These core rules are:

 1. Decide how to interact based on the purpose of the test.
 2. Respect the 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.

The rules are in rough order of priority. Certainly the fi rst three are 
the most important because, to some extent, they infl uence the rest 
of the rules in this and the next chapter.

In chapter 4, we cover the fi ve remaining rules:

 6. Let the participants 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.
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3.1  RULE 1: DECIDE HOW TO INTERACT BASED 
ON THE PURPOSE OF THE TEST

We put this rule fi rst because it has the biggest impact on moderating 
and it infl uences many of the subsequent rules. The purpose of a test 
is infl uenced by at least three factors:

1. The type of test
2. The product’s stage of development
3. Your relationship with developers

3.1.1 The type of test

As we discussed in chapter 1, there are several types of usability test. 
In the most common type of test, the purpose is diagnosis—that is, 
uncovering design issues, both positive and negative. (These are 
sometimes referred to as formative tests.) Your goal is to understand 
the participants’ mental model, that is, the way users think the user 
interface is structured, or to explore the conceptual model underlying 
the user interface, that is, the way designers have structured the inter-
face. Some tests may explore more than one user–interface concept. 
In a diagnostic test, therefore, there is much interaction with partici-
pants. You can be more interactive in a diagnostic test because the 
goal is to fi nd issues and explore alternatives, not to measure perfor-
mance. You probe and explore to understand what is happening and 
why because that helps with the diagnosing of problems and suggest-
ing solutions.

In addition to diagnosis, there are two other common reasons for 
conducting a test:

■ To measure or benchmark the usability of a product
■ To compare the usability of two or more products

In these types of test, there is less interaction between a moderator 
and participants. Benchmark tests, one kind of summative test, require 
a more quantitative approach to measurement because their purpose 
is to measure usability or to provide a baseline against which to 
measure the success of future products or versions. Benchmark tests 
are weighted more toward clean measurement than diagnosis, which 
typically means fewer interactions. For example, if you want to 
measure task times, you should avoid interacting with participants 
too much or letting them talk about issues that are only tangentially 



related to the task. Even the act of thinking out loud can sometimes 
lengthen task times. In addition, assisted and unassisted task success 
rates can be affected by the number and types of interaction with 
participants.

In a comparison test, the test design avoids bias for or against any 
one product. You need to avoid bias in the way you give feedback, 
provide encouragement, and provide assistance. For example, when 
participants experience a series of task failures; you may want to 
provide encouragement to keep them motivated. Or when they have 
a successful task following a number of failures, you may want to 
praise them. But you need to be much more careful about how you 
do this in comparison tests so as not to favor one product. We will 
have more to say about this issue in chapter 4 when we discuss rule 
8, “Be unbiased.”

It is also very diffi cult to give assistance fairly in a comparison test. 
Providing assistance can infl uence task success and change partici-
pants’ subjective perception of a product’s usability. We will have 
more to say about this issue in chapter 4 when we discuss rule 9, 
“Don’t give away information inadvertently” and in chapter 6 when 
we discuss when and how to provide assistance.

3.1.2 The product’s stage of development

The purpose of a test tends to be correlated with the stage of product 
development. Even within the category of diagnostic tests, there are 
differences in procedures and measures as the product design becomes 
more mature. Typically, in earlier stages of design, you need to inter-
act with participants more than in later stages. Early stages may test 
prototypes of varying degrees of fi delity with the goal of exploring 
design alternatives. When testing prototypes there often are bugs to 
work around, or if the prototype is static, the moderator needs to 
explain what would have happened if it were interactive. In contrast, 
later diagnostic tests have less moderator intervention to make the 
product work or to explain what might happen.

Paper prototyping is a special case. With paper prototypes, the mod-
erator is much more active in asking questions and sometimes draws 
the developers into the conversation with the participant. We will 
have more to say about moderating these types of sessions in chapter 
9. Snyder (2003) provides the best discussion about moderating a 
test of a paper prototype.
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3.1.3 Relationship with developers

Your relationship with the design and development team can also 
affect how much you interact with participants. Table 3.1 contrasts 
two situations. The left column describes interactions when you and 
the development team trust each other and have an effective working 
relationship. The right column describes interactions when the rela-
tionship is poor or uncertain.

In addition to the items in the table, other interaction strategies 
might emerge when you are uncertain whether developers will agree 
to address an issue. For example, when there is little trust among 
team members, you may feel the need to emphasize an issue by 
manipulating the participants to get them to vocalize a problem. 
This practice is not a good one, but you may be tempted to use it. 
For example, a participant says, “At this point, I would throw the 
product against the wall!” and the moderator, who heard the remark 
quite clearly, asks, “What did you say?” This response is likely to 
stimulate the participant to say more negative things about the 
product.

Table 3.1 Impact of Moderator’s Relationship with Developers

Good relationship Poor or uncertain relationship

When a problem is identifi ed, the 

team agrees to fi x it. There is no 

need to see it again and again with 

many participants.

A problem needs to be documented 

with many participants to “prove” its 

existence.

You do not need to have participants 

struggle for long periods with a 

problem.

You allow participants to struggle to 

motivate developers to address the 

problem.

You are free to provide assistance to 

move participants along because 

developers will address the problem.

You wait longer to provide 

assistance or do not provide it to 

avoid making the product look more 

usable than it is.

You are free to explore interesting 

and potentially fruitful diversions.

You stick to the test script to ensure 

that issues are addressed and 

documented.

You are freer to abbreviate or skip 

tasks that are not uncovering 

usability issues.

You focus on collecting measures of 

failure that will motivate developers 

to make changes.



We are not saying that you should not ask for more information 
when it will throw light on a usability issue. But asking for more 
information is different from manipulating the participant to repeat 
negative comments.

Finally, during the post-test interview, you may say, “Were there other 
problems that you saw?” This leading question may be intended to 
get participants to discuss and vocalize an issue that is already clear 
to you from their performance. We will have more to say about this 
when we discuss rule 8, “Be unbiased,” in the next chapter.

3.2 RULE 2: PROTECT PARTICIPANTS’ RIGHTS

Organizations and individuals that conduct tests have certain ethical 
responsibilities, one of which is to be aware of and protect the rights 
of participants. Whether you conduct formal usability testing in a 
laboratory, ad hoc testing with participants in a cubicle, or remote 
sessions, you must obtain the informed consent of all participants 
and protect their confi dentiality. Next we discuss the key issues 
regarding ethical treatment of test participants.

3.2.1 Compensation

You should provide reasonable compensation for their time and 
effort. In fact, you should compensate participants even in the fol-
lowing circumstances.

■ They stop participation during the pretest briefi ng. For example, 
participants may be uncomfortable signing the form without their 
company’s approval.

■ They stop participation at any later time for any reason.
■ You have to stop the test for some reason (e.g., the product crashes).

If a participant arrives so late that you cannot conduct the session, 
you will have to decide whether it was his or her fault or was unavoid-
able. If the late participant is not at fault, consider compensating him 
or her anyway. Because these situations do not happen often, the cost 
of compensating participants is low. The goodwill you provide is a 
bonus and may benefi t your organization.

3.2.2 Informed consent

Every testing organization should have an adequate “informed 
consent” form and every test session should start with both an 
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explanation of the form and adequate time for the participants to 
read and sign it. We believe that the most important responsibility you 
have is to obtain informed consent from participants. See chapter 5 for a 
detailed discussion of the form’s content. See chapter 8 for an expla-
nation of how to obtain informed consent in a remote test.

We know of one company that does not provide informed consent 
for some of its participants. That company enters an agreement with 
companies that are its customers. As part of that agreement, the cus-
tomer’s company agrees to provide informed consent to any of its 
employees who are going to be participants in a test. They enter this 
agreement so that after it is signed, their employees don’t have to 
sign additional forms. We applaud the intent but believe that this 
practice is unethical if any participants do not receive the information 
necessary to give their informed consent for a test session.

If you work for an educational or research institution in the United 
States, you probably have a group called the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) that oversees the conduct of studies involving human 
participants. IRBs are important because they educate researchers 
about ethical responsibilities, ensure that researchers comply with 
guidelines, and follow up with researchers during and after their 
studies. Some IRBs require that you submit test protocols, recruiting 
screeners, questionnaires, and other materials ahead of time for their 
approval.

If you have any reason to believe that a participant might have an 
issue with informed consent or nondisclosure, send the forms to him 
or her ahead of time, if possible, to look them over. This practice can 
save you and the participant an embarrassing moment.

3.2.3 Confi dentiality

It is your responsibility to safeguard the identities of test participants 
and to avoid mapping their identities to their data. You (or the test 
director) should be the only person who can match names to data. 
For example, participants’ full names should not be used on forms 
or labels. On our test schedules (the sheets that say who is coming 
at what time along with their demographics), we typically refer to 
participants by their fi rst names and last initials so that when they 
arrive, we can call them by their fi rst names. However, during data 
analysis and reporting, we refer to them simply by participant 
number.



You must restrict the use of the data to the purpose described in the 
consent form (for example, the data must be used only for the 
purpose of improving the product, not for marketing or advertising). 
You should be especially careful about the use and distribution of 
highlight video clips. If you are a consultant, this is of particular 
concern because even though you explain to your clients that the 
video clips should not be used for any other purpose, you don’t have 
control over their distribution once they are in the client’s hands. 
Similarly, the unedited recordings of test sessions typically become 
your client’s property. Be sure to tell your clients that they are respon-
sible for the confi dentiality of the data, and don’t provide the last 
names or other identifying data about participants.

Confi dentiality is of particular concern when the participants are 
employees of the organization developing the product you are testing. 
If the participants’ manager or senior executives plan to observe the 
test session, you have a special responsibility to tell participants before 
the session, so they are not faced with the pressure of deciding 
whether to participate while being observed by their supervisors. In 
tests such as these, you may want to avoid creating video highlight 
clips or you may insist that only you or member of the team can 
show a tape.

An issue related to confi dentiality is informing participants about 
their responsibility to keep the knowledge they gained about the 
product confi dential. When this is an issue, there is usually a confi -
dentiality form (often called a nondisclosure agreement, or NDA, 
form) for participants to sign. Some organizations combine the 
consent and the confi dentiality forms. We think that it’s best to keep 
them separate. Confi dentiality forms are prepared by lawyers. They 
are dense and require close reading to comprehend. Most participants 
skim and sign them, but some spend a long time reading them, 
which is their right. Just as with the consent form, it’s preferable if 
you address confi dentiality in plain English and give the participant 
some words to say if anyone asks what they were doing. For example, 
“This is our confi dentiality form. It says that what you see today is 
confi dential and that you can’t talk about the product, its usability, 
or its performance to anyone. If you need to tell someone at home 
or work about what you were doing here today, just tell them you 
were evaluating the usability of a new product. If they ask for more 
information, just say you signed a form that says you cannot give 
any details.”
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3.2.4 Balance of purpose and risk

As usability professionals, we must ensure that the purpose of our 
studies justifi es the risks to participants. Fortunately, very few usabil-
ity testing situations involve physical risk. Even so, we know that 
there is some level of emotional stress involved. Although we tell 
participants that we are not testing them—we are testing the product—
many participants still blame themselves when they struggle or fail. 
And although we should never pressure or coerce participants, we 
sometimes ask them to continue with a task even when they say 
they’re stuck.

We believe that the justifi cation for putting participants under some 
stress comes from the fact that future users will be spared a bad 
experience. We discuss this further in rule 3, “Remember your respon-
sibility to future users.” As you will see, even that responsibility has 
its limits.

3.2.5 Priorities

Sometimes the test moderator has to make decisions on the spot to 
handle a situation in which the participant is very, even unduly, 
stressed. In terms of priorities, the order of protection should be the 
participant fi rst, the organization second, and the integrity of the data 
third. After ensuring the well-being of the participant, you have a 
responsibility to your organization to collect the test data, as well as 
to maintain positive relationships with customers and the public. In 
addition, you do not want potential (or actual) users of the product 
to leave a test feeling mistreated because that would refl ect badly on 
the organization.

Although you were hired to and want to gather valid data, never 
forget your responsibilities to the participants and the organization 
in the pursuit of it. It is far easier to throw out the data from a test 
session and run another one than it is to repair damage to the par-
ticipants’ well-being or the organization’s reputation.

3.3  RULE 3: REMEMBER YOUR RESPONSIBILITY 
TO FUTURE USERS

This rule is seldom discussed but provides the rationale for many of 
the toughest decisions a moderator will have to make. It is the other 
side of the ethics coin. Although you must respect and protect the 



rights of participants, it is not necessary to protect them from all 
unpleasantness, which in itself might provide very valuable data. 
There are times when you have to let test participants struggle and 
fail. Allowing these sometimes unpleasant situations is your respon-
sibility to the future users of the product.

3.3.1 Letting participants struggle

Every time a usability problem is fi xed, future users of the product 
have been spared from it. When something serious is fi xed, you have 
saved possibly hundreds or thousands of users from a worse experi-
ence than the fi rst participants in the test have faced. Consequently, 
the benefi ts of fi nding serious problems and fi xing them are enor-
mous. A few test participants who struggle and thereby motivate the 
development team to improve usability can save future frustrating 
experiences.

Of course, it would be ideal if participants did not have to struggle 
and fail. Usually when a participant struggles for more than a few 
minutes and/or fails a task, the cause is a usability problem. But 
sometimes we’re not sure, so we need to test the product with 
more participants, or we need more or different data to understand 
what is causing the problem. Furthermore, sometimes we can’t be 
sure that developers will address a problem without substantial 
data to document it (particularly if your relationship with develop-
ers is uncertain; see Table 3.1). Developers may need to see every 
participant fail a task to be motivated to make a change. This situ-
ation is frustrating for everyone—the participants, you, and the 
developers.

You sometimes can avoid that situation. If developers’ attitudes about 
users and usability are going to change, sometimes they need to see 
the participants struggling in real time. Watching sessions live is 
much different from watching them on a recording. For reasons we 
don’t fully understand, people tend to sympathize and project their 
emotions onto others much more readily in a live situation. In fact, 
when observers watch a test session live, they are often more anxious 
and frustrated than the participants are. This experience has made 
usability advocates of many developers and managers.

In addition, there are some types of test during which the moderator 
can’t intervene to prevent or stop failure. For example, in a baseline 
or comparison test to collect quantitative measurements, you may 
not be able to avoid or truncate a task that almost everyone fails.

 3.3 Rule 3: Remember your responsibility to future users 27



 28 CHAPTER 3 Golden rules 1 through 5

3.3.2 Confl icting responsibilities

There comes a point when two responsibilities confl ict—to the par-
ticipants and to potential users. It’s important to keep your respon-
sibility to future users in mind as participants struggle and fail, so 
long as you are not in confl ict with your ethical responsibilities to 
the participant.

It is ethical to allow participants to have negative experiences until it 
begins to evoke strong feelings or becomes counterproductive. At that 
point, your ethical responsibility to the participant takes precedence 
and you must intervene. Remember that the ethical treatment of 
participants supersedes other priorities. The comfort of future users 
never comes before the breakdown of emotions or self-esteem by the 
participant. In chapter 6, we discuss how to deal with failure in 
greater detail. That will be the most diffi cult situation you face as a 
moderator.

3.4  RULE 4: RESPECT THE PARTICIPANTS AS 
EXPERTS, BUT REMAIN IN CHARGE

One of the reasons we tell participants that they can’t make a mistake 
is because they are experts at what they do, whether it is to structure 
a database or shop online. They are evaluating the product for us. 
We need to treat them accordingly. However, they also expect us to 
know what we’re doing and expect us to be in charge. After all, we 
have asked them to participate in the study, and we are in control of 
how the session goes. This expectation is why your role as Leader is 
important.

3.4.1 Controlling logistics and pacing

Part of making participants feel at ease is showing them that you are 
comfortable and at ease. This means projecting confi dence and 
staying on top of the pacing and logistics of the session.

One of the reasons we strongly advocate running a practice test 
session (often called a “pilot” session) before the test is to work out 
uncertainties, test the wording of tasks, and fi ne-tune the pacing. That 
way you are confi dent and in control when you run the fi rst real 
session. However, this makes moderating a practice session even 
more challenging than moderating the remaining sessions!

Should you tell pilot participants that they are the practice partici-
pants? In general, we avoid telling them this because it could bias 



them and/or make them less confi dent that we know what we’re 
doing. If the script is straightforward and we are testing an existing 
product, then we are pretty certain that the practice test will run 
smoothly, and we don’t tell the participant that he or she is the fi rst 
one. On the other hand, if the script is complex or we’re testing an 
unstable prototype, we can expect some diffi culties, so we may tell 
the test participant that this is the fi rst session and ask him or her to 
“bear with us.”

3.4.2 Stopping unacceptable behavior

Although it is rare, occasionally a participant acts inappropriately. It 
may consist of a touch, some words, or even a look. As a moderator, 
you do not have to let these behaviors pass. When a participant is 
doing something unacceptable, you need to address it directly and 
as forcefully as you see fi t. This situation is an exception to our admo-
nitions about not showing negative feelings to participants. You 
should never feel that you are being abused in any way, nor should 
other participants. If necessary, stop the session, and make sure that 
the participant is never asked to come in again. It is also good practice 
to let your colleagues know what happened and to save any record-
ings of the session.

3.4.3 Dealing with uncertainty

Sometimes the participant takes an action and the product reacts in 
a way you didn’t expect. Avoid reacting too quickly. Pay attention 
and see what happens next—many times the participant will recover 
and move on. If you’re not sure what’s happening, and you think it 
will affect the session, stop and ask the development team. Partici-
pants will accept this. If you are being honest about the situation, it 
will show in your voice and body language. You might say, “I’m not 
sure whether that is a bug or not” or “Hmmm, I’m not sure why that 
happened. Let me fi nd out.”

It’s perfectly acceptable to excuse yourself from the testing room to 
consult the development team. Simply tell the participant you need 
to check with your colleagues about what is happening. It will seem 
more professional than if you continue to appear concerned or con-
fused. These days it is also possible to be in contact with a developer 
through a chat application or instant messaging when you need to 
ask a question.

If the product or prototype is particularly buggy, you may need the 
developer to come into the test room and make some changes. If the 
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developer has to work on the prototype for more than about 5 
minutes, we suggest that you take a break with the participant and 
leave the room (avoid talking about the test, though). If the trouble-
shooting takes more than 15 minutes, we feel it is unfair to ask the 
participant to wait, so consider ending the session.

3.4.4 Projecting authority

An important aspect of your Leader role is to maintain a calm, profes-
sional, and matter-of-fact demeanor. You need to be practiced enough 
to avoid showing nervousness. Over time, you will become less 
nervous and more confi dent. If you are new to moderating, practice! 
Here are some ideas.

■ Practice using coworkers as test participants. You can run a mock 
test of anything just to gain experience in giving instructions, taking 
notes, thinking on the fl y, and conducting an interview. Taking 
notes while listening can be a very diffi cult skill to master.

■ Run a practice test session and have a more experienced moderator 
observe and give you feedback.

■ Run a practice session and record yourself. When you watch the 
video, we guarantee you will see things you can improve upon. 
(Even after twenty years, we see things we can do better!)

■ Watch someone else moderate and note what he or she does well 
and not so well.

Inexperienced moderators are often most nervous at the start of the 
session, but then they relax as the session goes on. Since the start of 
the session is when we give participants their instructions, review 
their rights, and explain what will happen, it is usually helpful to 
have a checklist or even read the test instructions verbatim. This 
dispels some nervousness and ensures that you don’t forget impor-
tant points.

Of course, the best way to avoid nervousness, even if you are a sea-
soned moderator, is to know the product and the script very well. In 
some cases, we run more than one pilot test—a “prepilot” using an 
internal participant and a “fi nal” pilot with an actual end user we 
have recruited.

A fi nal trick is to greet the participants and establish a connection 
before the session starts, preferably outside the test environment. We 
fi nd that once we establish a connection, we’re less nervous. We talk 
about this initial contact in detail in chapter 5.



Of course, there isn’t always time to learn much about the product 
or to run multiple practice sessions. The pressure to get the results of 
the test as fast as possible sometimes means that you’re not as pre-
pared as you would like to be. In these situations, do the best you 
can and do not blame yourself for what is outside your control.

A friend of ours, Mary Beth Rettger, has the best advice we know of 
about self-blame: She gives herself permission to do or say one stupid 
thing every day. When you realize that these things happen regularly, 
it’s easier to put them behind you and move on.

3.4.5 Dispelling negativity

An effective moderator does not carry negative emotions into a testing 
situation. You may be frazzled and upset because you have just spent 
hours getting the product installed or had a tough commute. Your 
nonverbal cues can convey a sense of negativity to participants. It’s 
diffi cult to fake being positive when you don’t feel positive because 
you give off unconscious cues to your mood. In this situation, you 
might need to take a breath, or perhaps several, in order to relax and 
clear your mind of negative thoughts and focus on the task at hand. 
It’s better to do this, even if it keeps the participant waiting a few 
extra minutes. One of your responsibilities is to make a connection 
with participants and make them feel appreciated.

■ FIGURE 3.1 A moderator instructs visitors about observation etiquette.
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3.4 6 Managing visitors

One aspect of being in control is instructing visitors about appropri-
ate behavior. When visitors, such as managers or developers, come 
to observe a test, it is almost always a positive sign. You want them 
to come because it increases the likelihood that improvements to the 
product will be made. In this section, we discuss what you need to 
do when visitors come to an in-person test. In chapter 8, we will 
discuss managing visitors in a remote testing situation.

First, take extra steps to welcome visitors. Call or email them to re -
mind them about the session. Have drinks and refreshments avail-
able. Give them a tour of the facility if they are unfamiliar with it and 
if they arrive early. Explain your roles.

Some testing teams involve visitors in the session by having them 
write down their observations and any issues they see. This strategy 
is most common when there is a good working relationship between 
the usability and development teams.

When visitors come to watch a usability test for the fi rst time, they 
often don’t know what role they should take. For example, people in 
marketing and management are used to demonstrating new products. 
They’re likely to want to jump in and show users what the product 
offers. They sometimes know a lot about the product but are not 
good listeners. Consequently, you must give visitors some guidance 
about what you expect of them.

The visitors’ main role is to watch what happens. You can facilitate 
observation by showing visitors the best place to watch from. Depend-
ing on the physical arrangement, the best viewing can be on a display, 
through a one-way mirror, or from a particular place in the test 
room.

Provide visitors with a copy of the test script so they can follow along, 
and warn them about laughing out loud. Participants may hear the 
laughter, even when there is soundproofi ng. You don’t want this! 
Participants almost always interpret laughter as directed at them.

If there are several visitors, designate one of them to be the spokes-
person. When you have a chance to speak to him or her privately, 
ask whether the person would like you to ask the participant a ques-
tion or to tell the participant something about the product, but take 
it as a suggestion, not a demand. As the moderator, you decide what 
to say and when to say it. If the request is reasonable, you may follow 

Suggested Rules of Conduct 

for Visitors

■ Maintain silence. Speak softly, 

if necessary. Don’t laugh out 

loud or carry on cell phone 

conversations.

■ Do not touch the control 

room equipment.

■ Avoid letting excess light into 

the observation room.

■ Close doors quietly if you must 

enter or exit the room while 

the test is in progress.

■ Avoid speaking about 

participants before or after the 

session  .  .  .  they might be 

standing behind you!

■ Do not discuss confi dential 

issues.
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it, although usually with some rewording to remove bias. If you 
decide not to follow the request, you can say, “That’s an interesting 
question, but I don’t want to ask it right now. I will tell you why after 
the session.”

Be fi rm about enforcing the rules. Some visitors will violate the rules. 
Visitors who come for several sessions often assume that they are not 
going to see or hear anything new. Consequently, their attention 
wavers and they start talking among themselves. When you are in the 
observation room with them, usually a gentle reminder works best: 
“Let’s watch and see if she does what the others have done.” But 
sometimes you just have to ask them diplomatically to be quiet: for 
example, “I can’t hear what he is saying.” If you are in the test room 
with the participant and you can hear noise from the observation 
area, fi nd a way to pause the session and go into the area to let the 
visitors know that you can hear them.

3.5  RULE 5: BE PROFESSIONAL, WHICH INCLUDES 
BEING GENUINE

This is the most diffi cult rule to explain, but we feel that it’s important 
enough to be a core rule. As we have said, an effective moderator 
establishes an emotional connection with the participant. You can 
follow all of the other rules but still not be effective if you are aloof 
or clinical. By “effective,” we mean getting the most information from 
participants while making them as comfortable as possible. You need 
to be friendly, warm, and approachable to establish and maintain a 
connection. You have to be genuine.

How do you create and maintain a connection? Rather than try to 
explain this concept in abstract terms, we present a list of actions you 
can take and actions to avoid.

3.5.1 Dos for making and maintaining a connection

This list is based on our experience interacting with participants pri-
marily in North America. Some items may be different in other 
cultures.

Greet them warmly. Participants form an impression of you quickly, 
in the blink of an eye. The way you fi rst approach them is impor-
tant. If you don’t look directly at them or if you act distracted, 
participants may not connect with you. In the United States, 
it’s a common practice to extend your hand to shake theirs, 
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especially if you have never met them. A handshake conveys a 
positive feeling. And keep in mind that participants often are 
more nervous than you are!

Look them in the eyes. “The eyes are the mirror of the soul” is a saying 
that stresses the importance of eye contact in human communi-
cation. Making eye contact with an audience is one of the keys 
to effective public speaking. A similar principle applies to test 
moderation. If you constantly look at a checklist or the product, 
participants will also look at them and lose their connection with 
you.

Smile. A smile is an important part of a warm greeting. In our experi-
ence, smiling does not come naturally to some people, so they 
may need to remind themselves to smile when greeting partici-
pants. Watch for the reaction you get when you do smile as part 
of a greeting. It affects both you and the person you greet in a 
positive way.

Sit at the same height as participants. Whenever possible, meet people 
at their level rather than making them meet you at your level. If 
you’re taller than average, lower your chair so you are not above 
the participant’s head. Don’t stand over them.

Hold a relaxed posture. Tension and uneasiness can be conveyed 
unconsciously by body language. Stiffness in your hands, neck, 
and facial muscles can be cues to inner tension. Breathing deeply 
and relaxing your muscles will help convey positive energy rather 
than negative.

Listen attentively. Look at participants when they are talking and use 
an occasional nod of the head to indicate that you are listening. 
Convey that you are interested in everything they have to say, 
even if you have heard the comment a hundred times. Partici-
pants should feel appreciated and that their opinions are valued.

Use “acknowledgment tokens” periodically. Acknowledgment tokens 
are sounds such as “ah huh” and “mm hmm” that convey the 
message that you are listening and comprehending what partici-
pants are saying without taking active control of the conversa-
tion. In addition, your tone of voice as you acknowledge 
participants can convey that you care about what they’re saying. 
These sounds are especially important when you are interacting 
over an intercom or phone. A friend of ours reports that at one 
time she was conducting usability tests during the day and teach-
ing yoga classes in the evening. A colleague of hers happened to 
attend both sessions and remarked that our friend used the same 
voice: deliberate, slow, calm, and focused.
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Use their names occasionally and correctly. People respond to their 
names. They listen more intently and are more likely to remem-
ber what is said before or after they hear their names (Mitchell, 
2007). Don’t use participants’ names casually. Save it for when 
you want them to be sure to hear what you’re saying, such as 
when they are stressed or need encouragement. An example 
might be, “John, remember we talked about how you can’t make 
a mistake here?” or “You’re really being helpful, Sue. This is 
exactly what we need.”

Very soon after greeting the participants, ask the names they 
prefer you use. Don’t assume that a shortened form or nickname 
is preferable without asking. Some Michaels prefer “Michael” 
rather than “Mike.” Many Americans are comfortable using fi rst 
names from the start of a relationship, but some are not. People 
from many other cultures think it is rude for someone they have 
just met to refer to them with less than a formal name. So ask 
participants what they prefer and then use that name when you 
want to give emphasis to what you say.

Use a modulated tone of voice. Changing the loudness and pitch of 
your voice allows you to use your voice for emphasis and to 
convey a range of emotions. This is especially important when 
you are speaking to participants over an intercom or phone.

Speak slowly. There is a lot for the user to grasp and understand. Some 
moderators speak too quickly and risk losing their connection 
with the participant.

Adapt to the participant’s interaction style. Some participants speak 
quickly, and others speak slowly and deliberately. Some speak 
loudly and others speak softly. Although it may be diffi cult to 
make major shifts in your loudness or pace without sounding 
artifi cial, you can make some adjustments to match the partici-
pant’s style. But be careful about speaking too softly. When par-
ticipants speak softly, you will have a tendency to match them, 
and this can make your conversation inaudible to observers or 
the recording. Remember that you are speaking to the micro-
phone in addition to each other.

3.5.2  Don’ts for making and maintaining 
a connection

Again, this list is based on our experience interacting with partici-
pants primarily in North America. Some items may be different in 
other cultures.
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Don’t act distracted. Sometimes when a session begins, your mind is 
racing. You may have just spent a tense hour trying to get the 
product working or changing the test script at the last minute. 
When you’re unfocused, you may worry about forgetting every-
thing you want to say, so you start looking around for your 
materials, forms, and so on. You may start running through a 
checklist in your mind when you should be communicating with 
the participant. These behaviors convey the message that you’re 
tense and care more about getting your procedure right (or 
getting the session over with!) than making a connection. If you 
fi nd yourself in this state, take a break and relax. It’s good to have 
a checklist to make sure you remember the important points, but 
review it before the test and use it after the test as a fi nal check 
(Dumas & Redish, 1999).

Don’t use an unmodulated, fl at tone of voice. It’s amazing how the same 
words can sound very different depending on the qualities of 
your voice. “You’re giving me great feedback” can sound phony 
and aloof when said with a fl at unemotional tone, or it can 
sound positive and reinforcing when said with a warm and invit-
ing tone.

Don’t exhibit nervous or repetitive habits—pen tapping, giggling, clearing 
your throat, and so on. Even experienced moderators fall into 
repetitive habits that can be annoying. These actions are almost 
always done unconsciously, so they’re hard to detect. You can’t 
get rid of them until you become aware of them. Make sure you 
periodically watch a recording of yourself moderating, or have a 
colleague watch a session and give you feedback.

Don’t overuse acknowledgment tokens or names. Be careful about the 
overuse of these important techniques. Don’t acknowledge every 
phrase or sentence that participants utter. (Have you ever seen a 
moderator say, “Uh huh  .  .  .  uh huh  .  .  .  uh huh,” through an 
entire session?) Overuse turns an effective communication tool 
into an annoying habit. The same applies to overusing the par-
ticipant’s name. It can make you sound phony.

Don’t rush participants or cut them off. It’s tempting to do this when 
you have heard the same comment from many previous partici-
pants or when it’s late and you want to go home—but you have 
to seem just as interested and engaged as you were with the fi rst 
participant. Wait until he or she fi nishes before you speak.

Don’t show annoyance with participants. There are times when you may 
be annoyed. They may have habits you don’t like; they may 
remind you of someone you don’t like; or they may appear to 
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be trying to do as little work as possible. If you want to be effec-
tive as a moderator, don’t show your annoyance as long as par-
ticipants are acting appropriately. This is part of being a 
professional moderator. You can go off by yourself after the 
session and vent your frustration, but don’t do it during the 
session.

Don’t yawn. Yes, you may be tired. This may be your sixth test of the 
day. But participants will interpret yawning as a sign that you are 
bored with them even when it’s not true. Because yawns often 
are involuntary, they sometimes happen. If you fi nd yourself 
yawning, just calmly say, “Excuse me” and move on.

Don’t touch the participant, other than a handshake. While touching 
someone’s arm or shoulder may communicate warmth to some 
people, it can be upsetting to others. It may seem overly friendly 
or it could be misinterpreted. Unless you know the participant 
well, do not touch him or her during the session. You cannot 
predict the reaction to such contact.

3.5.3 When you’re not in the room

It’s very challenging to establish and maintain a connection when 
you’re not in the room with the participant. When you interact with 
participants over an intercom or over the phone in the case of a 
remote test, you have only your voice to convey your feelings. It’s 
important to speak to the participants frequently and to modulate 
the loudness and tone of your voice.

If you are conducting a summative test where measurement is impor-
tant, you may need to minimize interaction. In this situation, you’re 
more likely to lose the emotional connection with participants. In a 
diagnostic test, on the other hand, you have more freedom to be 
engaged. Keep in mind that talking over the intercom or phone has 
two purposes: a primary purpose (for example, to ask the participant 
to move on to the next task) and a secondary purpose, which is to 
maintain the connection. To achieve both purposes, how you com-
municate is just as important as what you communicate.

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

Have you ever touched a participant?

I knew it would be a challenge for me when Beth and Joe explicitly said in their 

UPA tutorial, “Don’t Touch the Participant.” I’m a very tactile person. I hug and 
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kiss people when I greet them. I let kids climb all over me. I’ve never been hurt 

by a touch and touching is part of connection and aff ection and warmth. I don’t 

hug my boss or anything, but I do have coworkers with whom I’m on a hugging 

basis.

But I forgot this once in a test session. It happened like this:

We were using phone and Web conferencing to allow remote observation 

of our test, so the development team and product managers, in diff erent states, 

could watch the sessions live. I had set up the phone conference on the phone 

next to the computer in the participant’s room. Later, I would moderate and log 

data from the control room next door.

I had ushered in the participant and I had told him about recording, about 

breaks, and a little about what we would be doing. I had not mentioned the 

remote viewers yet. I had asked him to read and sign the informed consent, as 

well as the confi dential disclosure agreement (CDA).

As the participant turned to read the CDA, he accidentally knocked the 

handset off  the phone. Then he put it back, cutting off  the conference call. I think 

I let out a little gasp or said “uh-oh” or some such thing. “What?” he asked. I said, 

“It’s OK. We have observers on a conference call.” “Did I just cut them off ?” “It’s 

OK. We’ll just dial back in.”

But then, because I was moderator of the conference call, I had muted all 

other callers. When I dialed back in, I came in muted. This would certainly make 

it hard for observers to hear the participant! I ended up going into the control 

room to fi nd a way to tell everyone else on the call to hang up, and then I dialed 

in again from the participant’s room.

So the participant was there, with his head in his hands over the CDA, 

saying “I’m so sorry!” as I came to dial back in. I needed to pass near him to get 

to the phone. My heart went out to him, he felt so bad. Without thinking, I 

patted him on the back as I got near the phone. “No, don’t worry about it at all. 

It will be fi ne.”

So there I was, looking at the phone, talking to the participant, when I 

realized that I had my left hand on his back. “Oh, no! I’m touching the partici-

pant!” I thought. I took my hand away and said nothing about it. He didn’t seem 

to have noticed—at least he didn’t say anything about it. I just went ahead, did 

the pretest interview, had him practice thinking aloud and all that. And then I 

went to the other room during the tasks. At the end of the session, we wrapped 

things up and I ushered him back out the front door, making sure not to touch 

him again except to shake his hand when I thanked him for his participation.

By the way, this was the fi rst of a two-part test: two hours in one session 

and two hours in a second session. The participant did come back for the 

second session, and I made sure to be on my best professional behavior. I didn’t 

touch him in the second session, except for the handshakes at the beginning 

and the end.
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In this chapter we cover the fi ve remaining golden rules, which build 
on the set of core rules we presented in chapter 3:

■ Rule 6: Let the participants speak!
■ Rule 7: Remember that your intuition can hurt and help you.
■ Rule 8: Be unbiased.
■ Rule 9: Don’t give away information inadvertently.
■ Rule 10: Watch yourself to keep sharp.

4.1 RULE 6: LET THE PARTICIPANTS SPEAK!

One of the most obvious things that distinguishes experienced mod-
erators from inexperienced ones is the amount of talking they do 
while participants are working on tasks. The experienced moderator 
speaks only when necessary and watches and listens more, carefully 
observing and analyzing what is going on. Less experienced modera-
tors, on the other hand, interrupt participants while they’re talking 
or try to fi nish their thoughts, sometimes putting words in their 
mouths or giving elaborate explanations for actions they’ve taken.

It’s important to let participants speak, rather than dropping into a 
conversation. One reason is that you’re there to learn from them, to 
listen so they can teach you about their particular knowledge and 
experience. Also, from a practical standpoint, you’re more likely to 
get good quotes if you are not talking over participants. Unfortu-
nately, we’ve seen many a great video highlight clip ruined by the 
moderator’s leading prompts!

During the introduction to the session, you need to tell participants 
how you’re going to interact with them. For example, tell them you 
are going to try to talk as little as possible, and ask them to try to 
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fi gure things out for themselves. This will prepare them for your lack 
of responses. We show an example of this in the videos on the book’s 
web site.

Here are some ways to ensure that you’re letting participants speak:

■ Allow participants to stay in control of the communication. This 
is called speakership.

■ Use interruptions appropriately.
■ When in doubt, wait before speaking.
■ Remember that saying nothing is still communicating.

We expand on these guidelines next.

4.1.1 Speakership

“Speakership” refers to who has control of a conversation. In normal 
conversation, people pass speakership back and forth through several 
mechanisms, including verbal confi rmations (“What do you think?”) 
and nonverbal cues like looking directly at the person, raising the 
eyebrows, and making a hand gesture. Of course, these mechanisms 
vary by culture. When you’re moderating a test session, the partici-
pant should maintain speakership about 80% of the time (Boren & 
Ramey, 2000; Dumas, 1988). If you want participants to keep talking 
but don’t want to take control of the conversation, use acknowledg-
ment tokens (see page 34).

4.1.2 Appropriate interruptions

Whenever possible, let participants work on tasks without interrup-
tion. This will make the experience seem more natural because users 
typically interact with a product without someone continually asking, 
“What is happening now?” or “Tell me what you see on this screen.” 
If participants feel comfortable and you have instructed them on how 
to think out loud, you shouldn’t have to interrupt very often. The fact 
that you are asking them to think aloud can affect the participants’ 
thought processes (see chapter 10 for a discussion of the limitations 
of thinking aloud for some populations). For a demonstration of 
coaching participants on thinking aloud, see the videos on the book’s 
web site.

Keep in mind that this guideline should be balanced against the 
amount of probing you need to do. As we discussed in rule 1, 
the appropriate amount of interaction depends on factors such as 



the product’s stage of development and your relationship with 
developers.

4.1.3 Judicious speaking

We have found that waiting before speaking often eliminates the 
need to speak at all. Some moderators teach themselves to count to 
ten before interjecting. This is because participants often ask ques-
tions while thinking aloud that they don’t really expect you to answer, 
such as “Hmmm, so what does this do?” They’re just working through 
a problem out loud and don’t need a response.

Waiting before speaking is especially important with older adults and 
participants who have cognitive disabilities. These populations are 
more likely to be distracted by interruptions and lose their 
concentration.

Other times, participants will ask questions that they do expect you 
to answer, but if you wait before answering, they may fi gure it out 
on their own. This can give you valuable insights as to what was 
confusing and how they determined the correct course of action.

Overall, the less you speak, the better, because every time you do, 
you risk taking control of the conversation.

Admittedly, this is diffi cult when you have participants who con-
stantly say, “I need help” or “Was that right?” In this case, you’ll need 
to remind them that you really would like them to do the best that 
they can without help because when they have diffi culty, it’s actually 
helping you learn how to improve the product. (We say this a lot!)

4.1.4 Silent communication

If the participant asks a question and you don’t answer it, then he or 
she is free to interpret what your silence means. This is a tricky one. 
Some participants are timid and frequently ask for confi rmation, even 
if you have explained that you would like them to fi gure things out 
on their own. If you say nothing when they ask you a question, they 
may think that you didn’t hear them. Or they may feel that you are 
testing them and not the product. (We’ve had participants say things 
like, “You’re not going to tell me, are you? You’re going to make me 
guess!”) The best thing to do is to remind them that you would like 
them to continue working and that you’ll answer any questions they 
have at the end of the session.
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Sometimes you can lighten up the situation and work toward both 
connecting with the participant and making him or her feel more 
comfortable just by smiling and saying something like, “Sorry, but I 
can’t tell you that right now. We can talk about it after you’ve evalu-
ated the whole product.”

4.2  RULE 7: REMEMBER THAT YOUR INTUITION 
CAN HURT AND HELP YOU

Can your intuition be both helpful and hurtful? We have watched 
many usability professionals transition from moderating their fi rst 
sessions to becoming experienced moderators. We created this rule 
because the transition people go through is fairly consistent.

4.2.1 Your intuition can hurt you

We believe that the majority of usability practitioners—particularly 
those who moderate usability sessions—enjoy interacting with people 
and can easily empathize with others. Because of this, they have a 
natural tendency toward wanting to please people and are good at 
making people feel comfortable in artifi cial testing situations.

The downside is that when you’re new to moderating, your intuition 
will, to some extent, work against you. You will want to say too 
much. Our advice is to resist the temptation to explain and 
elaborate.

In addition, you’ll have to resist the natural tendency to make the 
participant feel better about failure. You need to be friendly to par-
ticipants without being a friend. We will talk more about this in 
chapter 6.

4.2.2 Your intuition can help you

With time and practice, your intuition will become helpful again. 
You will incorporate the rules of interacting with test participants into 
your skill set. Without thinking about it, your intuition will tell you 
what to do, and it will tell you when you violate a rule; listen to it. 
You will know when you’ve said too much or you’ve said something 
awkward or biasing. Forget it and move on.

By the way, we’ve never run a test session without thinking afterward 
that we could have done it better. There is no such thing as a perfect 
test session.
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4.3 RULE 8: BE UNBIASED

One of the most critical aspects of successful moderating is to avoid 
biasing the participants. You can unintentionally bias participants in 
a number of ways:

■ through a biased test script
■ through biased questions
■ through biased answers
■ through nonverbal cues

If you bias participants, the data could be compromised. If the data 
is compromised, it could call into question all of the results of the 
study and possibly even undermine your credibility with the develop-
ment team.

4.3.1 Use an unbiased test script

Because this book is about interacting with test participants, we’re 
not going to discuss the details of developing an unbiased test script, 

■ FIGURE 4.1 A participant fi lls out a rating form.
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so for basic information, look at Dumas and Redish (1999) or Rubin 
(1994). Suffi ce it to say that tasks should be worded in a neutral 
manner, probing questions should be unbiased, and in a comparison 
test, tasks should be equitable to all of the products. Additionally, 
you should understand the basics of designing a balanced test 
protocol.

4.3.2 Use unbiased questions

It’s crucial to be unbiased when you ask participants for an opinion 
or a preference. Many inexperienced moderators make serious mis-
takes here. Ask questions in an open-ended manner rather than show 
your opinions or conclusions. You need to remain unbiased and 
open-minded to be truly neutral in your questioning.

Keep in mind that people often hear the dominant thought in a state-
ment, which makes it diffi cult to avoid bias. We now know that if 
you ask, “Did you like that or not?” a participant is likely to hear 
“Did you like that?” So adding “or not” to a statement or appending 
the opposite adjective or adverb to a statement doesn’t mean you 
have avoided bias. If you are going to use this phrasing, make sure 
you give equal weight to both answers, perhaps pausing in between, 
such as “Did you like that, or did you not like that?”

It’s best to avoid using adjectives and adverbs. Instead, ask a more 
open-ended question such as “What did you think of that?”

Sometimes it’s hard to recognize your own biases, especially if you’re 
close to the design. This is where a two-person testing team can be 
an advantage. Ask someone on the research or development team to 
keep an eye on you while you’re moderating and to let you know if 
they notice biases creeping in.

Here are some additional guidelines for unbiased questioning:

Watch out for adjectives and adverbs such as easy, hard, and helpful. Try 
to avoid using these words, and instead ask one of the neutral 
questions. This will encourage users to provide their own 
adjectives.

Be consistent from participant to participant. If you ask one participant 
a question, ask all the participants the same question. (Note: This 
rule only holds for planned questions, not spontaneous ones.) 
If there’s an important issue that you want to probe, then plan 
a question about it and ask all participants. (See section 6.3, 
When and how to probe.) However, you don’t have to repeat 
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spontaneous questions unless the answer was particularly insight-
ful. In that case, you might want to write it down and ask future 
participants.

Be consistent from task to task. If you ask a question such as “How 
confi dent are you that you completed that task?” then do it for 
every task; otherwise, you might draw unwanted attention to that 
one task.

4.3.3 Keep answers unbiased

It is also important to give unbiased answers when participants ask 
you questions. For example, if two participants ask, “Did I do that 
right?” and you tell one that she did and decline to answer the 
second, then the fi rst participant has information that the other 
doesn’t. This information could be useful for future tasks, making 
them easier and affecting the results. A helpful technique is to turn 
the question around. For example, participants will often ask for 
an affi rmation, such as “Did I do that right?” Instead of replying 
“Yes” or “No,” you might say, “Did you think that was the way to 
do that task?” If a participant asks, “Why is it asking me for my 
Username?” you might say, “Why do you think it’s asking for 
that?”

Another important technique is to give similar feedback for both 
negative and positive comments about the product. If a participant 
says, “Wow! That’s a really great feature,” you should respond neu-
trally and say, “OK, thank you for the comment.” If the participant 
later says, “I hate that feature,” you should respond in the same way, 
“OK, thank you for the comment.”

When participants continue to ask questions or seek affi rmation, it’s 
possible that they do not understand your Neutral Observer role, so 
you may want to refer back to the instructions, reminding them that 
part of your role is not to lead or bias them. Otherwise, you may end 
up repeating your response and you could sound evasive.

4.3.4 Watch nonverbal cues

One of the hardest things to avoid is biasing participants through 
your body language or facial expressions. In fact, many practitioners 
believe it is unavoidable, so they choose to moderate from outside 
the room. (We discuss this further in chapter 9.) However, assuming 
that you plan to moderate from inside the room, here are some 
suggestions:
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■ Maintain a neutral posture; don’t lean toward or away from the 
participant.

■ Maintain fairly neutral facial expressions.
■ Learn to sit still. If you fi dget while participants are working, they 

might think you’re bored or that they are doing something 
wrong.

■ Give the same nonverbal feedback (e.g., a nod of the head) for 
both positive and negative comments about the product.

If you take notes, take a lot of notes. If you don’t, participants may 
be self-conscious when they hear you write something down. If they 
don’t hear you write anything, they may think the feedback they gave 
was not important. Worse, they may think you’re only recording 
instances when they’re successful or making mistakes, and this could 
infl uence their behavior. The alternative is to take very few notes and 
rely on another person to take notes during the session, and you can 
view the recordings to take notes later.

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

How do you take notes during a session?

“Great point about taking lots of notes. I often take notes on a laptop. If I keep 

my hands on the keyboard, I don’t have to make a large gesture to take the note, 

and I can type a lot of the time. It also lets me break eye contact gracefully—

especially when I’m working with professionals who also spend a lot of time on 

a computer—so I can subtly “pull back” to let them work on their own.”

4.4  RULE 9: DON’T GIVE AWAY INFORMATION 
INADVERTENTLY

Providing participants with assistance can help you uncover more 
usability problems. But sometimes the assistance can infl uence the 
test in a negative way.

4.4.1 Giving an assist

An “assist” is an intervention on your part to move participants 
toward task completion. (We discuss how to give assists in more 
detail in chapter 6.) Basically, you give assists in the following 
situations.



■ Participants are stuck, but you believe there is more to be learned 
if they continue.

■ Participants have unknowingly gone too far down the wrong path 
and you need to bring them back on track.

■ You want participants to move on to the next task because you 
already know about the problem they are having and/or time is 
limited.

Avoid giving participants information that they would not get on 
their own, especially if it will help them do a subsequent task. If you 
assist too much, they may end the session feeling that the product 
was easier to use than it was and give it a higher subjective rating.

Unfortunately, sometimes you can’t avoid giving an assist that may 
help the participant complete a future task, but you should at least 
know when you are doing it and consider its impact when you 
analyze the data.

4.4.2  Explaining the designer’s intent or 
being defensive

It is very diffi cult to moderate test sessions when you are designing 
the product because you are too familiar with it. You know all 
about the goals of the design, the underlying technology con-
straints, the legacy systems that had to be accommodated, the trade-
offs that were made along the way, the politics involved, plans for 
future enhancements, et cetera, et cetera. It is similar to trying to 
proofread your own writing. This is one reason that development 
teams often ask people from outside the team to moderate a usabil-
ity test.

Note: During the introduction to a test, we usually tell participants 
that we did not design the product and that we are neutral third 
parties, so they should be open and honest with all of their 
opinions.

If you fi nd yourself in the position of moderating a test of a product 
that you have designed, you need to avoid being defensive. Partici-
pants will stop being honest very quickly if they feel that you are 
defending the existing design rather than being open to feedback and 
suggestions for change.

Regardless of whether you have been involved in the design, it is 
important that you avoid explaining the design team’s intent. For 
example, after participants struggle with a task because they do not 
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understand the concept behind a design element, you might be 
tempted to explain the concept to participants. These explanations 
may help participants and you feel better, but they are not good 
practice. They can make you sound defensive and/or they suggest that 
you are committed to the design.

There is one exception to this practice, however. We sometimes allow 
participants to struggle with a task in order to gather information 
about what is confusing. Afterward, we explain the intent of the 
design just enough so that participants understand it, then ask for 
feedback about how they think it could be made clearer.

4.4.3 Recording all suggestions

In most situations, it is not necessary to go into detail about future 
product plans. It is better to write down all suggestions without 
comment or critique, and thank participants for their ideas. Test 
sessions should be used to evaluate products, not to design future 
products. Additionally, users cannot know all of the other factors 
that will infl uence the future, nor is it their job to know. Don’t give 
release dates or feature commitments that you cannot guarantee. 
Sales representatives become very angry when participants call them 
up asking why they can’t have the features they saw in a test 
session.

4.5 RULE 10: WATCH YOURSELF TO KEEP SHARP

We all develop bad habits; it’s not a failure. As we mentioned, even 
after moderating tests for many years, we still make mistakes. We 
sometimes catch ourselves asking a question in a less-than-neutral 
way or fail to keep the session focused. Here are some suggestions to 
help stay sharp and avoid developing bad habits.

We all hate to watch ourselves; it’s human nature. However, it is 
important to record yourself periodically and review your moderating 
habits. We often do this while we’re creating highlight clips since we 
have to review the recordings anyway.

It helps to practice with a colleague and give each other feedback, 
especially if you are new to moderating. You can even act out differ-
ent participant personality types (the diffi cult participant, the partici-
pant who forgets to think aloud, the “cold fi sh,” etc.) to make it more 
interesting (Beauregard, 2005).



Look for annoying gestures, repeating words, facial expressions. (We 
knew someone once who said “basically” in every paragraph until 
someone pointed it out.)

Moderating usability tests well takes skill and practice, but it also 
takes vigilance. Keeping yourself sharp will benefi t both you and the 
participants.
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You never get a second chance to make a good fi rst impression, 
right? In this chapter we discuss the critical time before the test starts, 
when you have the chance to make a great fi rst impression, establish 
rapport with participants, and put them at ease. You can avoid many 
problems during the test by taking the time to set the tone, establish 
the “ground rules” (including how you will interact with partici-
pants), and set their expectations for what will happen during the 
session.

In this chapter we focus on interaction with participants at three 
points of contact:

■ during recruiting
■ when they arrive
■ during the pretest briefi ng

5.1 RECRUITING

We have learned through experience that how you recruit partici-
pants, and the information you give them when doing so, makes a 
big difference. If you do this poorly, or provide incomplete informa-
tion, you may get the wrong participants or they may arrive with 
incorrect expectations. Actually, even when you’ve done a good job, 
some participants still arrive with incorrect perceptions and expecta-
tions. (It’s amazing how many of our participants still arrive thinking 
they are participating in a focus group!)

In this section we talk about choosing a contact method, explaining 
what the test is about, screening candidates for eligibility, and con-
fi rming their appointments.
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5.1.1 Contacting participants

There are a number of ways to recruit participants for a usability test; 
the best method depends on the nature of the test and the types of 
people you’re looking for. Many practitioners hire third-party recruit-
ing agencies and pay them (per hour or per person) to locate, screen, 
and schedule test participants. Other practitioners do their own 
recruiting, building up a database of potential participants over time. 
Sometimes the client (the group sponsoring the test) provides a list 
of potential candidates from which to recruit, particularly if current 
customers are desirable participants. Be aware, however, that some-
times this is a big help and sometimes it makes the recruiting harder 
because you’re so constrained or because the information is out of 
date.

Sometimes clients want to do the recruiting themselves to save 
money, but we advise against it and suggest you avoid this if possible. 
The pitfalls include that the clients may

■ underestimate the time recruiting takes from their already busy 
schedules.

■ get a “convenience” sample, bypassing the screening process, 
which could skew the results.

■ inaccurately convey to participants the nature of the test 
(especially if the clients are unfamiliar with usability testing 
themselves).

■ make promises that you cannot keep (e.g., inap propriate 
incentives, scheduling sessions when you are not available).

■ be unable to recruit enough participants and ask you to take over 
the recruiting at the last minute.

Regardless of who does the recruiting, you need to decide how to 
reach out to the target population. The most common methods are 
advertising via the Internet, phone, email, or a combination of these. 
Quite a lot has been written about recruiting, so if you need further 
guidance, consult books such as A Practical Guide to Usability Testing 
by Dumas and Redish (1999), Understanding Your Users by Courage 
and Baxter (2006), or posted articles such as “233 Tips and Tricks for 
Recruiting Users as Participants in Usability Studies” by the Nielsen 
Norman Group (2003).

For advice on recruiting participants from special populations, such 
as children or persons with disabilities, see chapter 10.
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5.1.2 Advertising

If you’re recruiting via an advertisement (either printed or posted on 
the Internet) or via email, then keep it very short and think carefully 
about what you want to say. You will need to clearly state the 
following information:

■ who your ideal participant is
■ when and where the study will be held
■ what you will require of participants
■ what you will give them in return (e.g., an appreciation gift)
■ whom to contact if they are interested

Figure 5.1 is a typical Internet posting and Figure 5.2 shows an 
email sent to recruit employees for a study of the company’s 
intranet. In these examples, we are asking interested candidates to 

Do you use an online pharmacy?

Seeking 25- to 64-year-old women and men for web site study 

Bentley College is recruiting individuals who use online pharmacies to 
participate in a web site usability test at its campus in Waltham, MA, on 
April 18, 19, or 20. Participants in this 2-hour study will receive $100 cash 
for taking part.

If you are interested in participating, please email [recruiting agency] with 
the following information:

• Names of online pharmacies you use

• Your name

• Age

• Gender

• Occupation

• Marital status

• Daytime phone number

Because of the overwhelming response we sometimes get from online 
postings such as this, we may not be able to contact everyone. We are 
looking for specifi c user profi les, so be sure to include all of the information 
requested here.

■ FIGURE 5.1 Sample Internet recruiting posting.
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email the recruiter, but you can also provide a link to an online 
questionnaire that they fi ll out. Sometimes that is easier for poten-
tial candidates.

5.1.3 Explaining the test

Your initial contact with potential participants sets the tone for all 
subsequent interactions. To be sure that all the necessary informa-
tion is exchanged and that unnecessary information does not side-
track the conversation, we recommend that callers use a script to 
screen participants. Figure 5.3 shows part of a script for telephone 
recruiting.

The script should include the following information:

■ who you are and the company you’re 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 dates, times, and location of the study

Participate in a usability study 
and earn a $20 gift certificate! 

We are recruiting [company] employees to participate in a usability test of 
your company’s intranet. We need 18 people—mix of clinicians, managers,  
and administrative staff—to participate in the study. During the week of
August 7–11, you must be able to give us 2 hours of your time and come to 
the Smith building.

You will receive a $20 online gift certifi cate for taking part in the usability 
test. If you are interested in participating, please reply to this message with 
the following information:

• Name

• Job title

• Phone number

• Email address

When your message of interest is received, we will be in touch to ask you 
some additional questions to see if you qualify for the study. Thank you for 
helping with this important project!

■ FIGURE 5.2 A recruiting email sent to company employees.
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■ any incentive you are offering
■ assurance that their identity will be protected and the data you 

collect will remain confi dential
■ disclosure that the session will be recorded
■ necessity to sign a nondisclosure agreement (if appropriate)
■ a question asking if he or she is interested, and if so, does he or 

she have time to answer a few screening questions

Recruiting College Students and Their 
Parents for Web Site Study

I am calling today because we are looking for people who might be 
interested in participating in a usability project. The Bentley Design and 
Usability Center is conducting a study for a company that provides 
fi nancial services to college students. This business wants to make its web 
site more user friendly and is looking for feedback from current college  
students and their parents. As a token of appreciation, each participant will 
receive $75 in cash.

We are specifi cally looking for pairs consisting of an undergraduate college 
student and one of his or her parents. Is this something you [and your 
parent/son/daughter] would be interested in? 

If the answer is yes, continue with this:

Let me tell you a little more about the study. The interview will take about 
an hour and a half and will be held at Bentley College in Waltham, MA. 
Your participation will be scheduled for a specifi c time between September 
7 and September 14. During the interview, we’ll ask you to try using the 
company’s web site and to provide feedback on it. You will be in a room 
with a Bentley moderator who will lead you through the session. Your 
[parent/child] may be in the same room with you or may be in a separate  
room.

If you have a few minutes, I’d like to ask you some questions to determine 
whether your background matches the study.

Do you have time right now to answer a few questions?

Your answers are confi dential and will be used only to determine whether 
you’re eligible to participate in this study.

If no, arrange a time to call back.

■ FIGURE 5.3 A telephone recruiting script.
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INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

Do you have any tips for moderators about recruiting via email?

I fi nd that it’s important to tell candidates when to reply to the ad and to have 

a cut-off  date. I also go out of my way, on a separate line, to tell them that we 

may not respond to them. With hard-to-fi nd groups, like physicians and highly 

paid professionals, you may want to send a “rejection” letter to those not selected 

and tell them they might be eligible for the next study. Then you can contact 

them in the future.

Another thing I do is instruct the recipient to reply to the email and cut and 

paste the text; that way I can include some direct questions and they don’t have 

to retype them or risk missing some of the categories. I have also had great 

success with sending an email introducing the study topic and including a link 

to a survey. In the survey I ask screening questions or even branch some ques-

tions like in a phone survey.

Stating clearly that you would like to record the session is key. You don’t 

want someone coming in and objecting to that because you’ll have to pay 

them anyway and you lose the ability to record (and maybe even observe) the 

session. This happened to me recently when I let the client do the recruiting.

When people respond, I ask them to list all of the times they are available, 

and then I choose the ones that fi t the time slots best (for example, I’ve done this 

with physicians when I had a limited set of candidates to choose from). Some 

candidates are more fl exible than others. Then I take the list of candidates 

and select the best candidates rather than ones that just happened to fi t into a 

time slot.

How you explain what the test is about, and how you ask the demo-
graphic questions, will set the tone for potential candidates. You 
should use short, clear sentences, and a friendly voice, and express 
enthusiasm for the study. You should be open to answering any 
questions they have (except perhaps the name of the company or 
product, if that needs to remain confi dential). It’s important to 
convey to them that they will be judging the product and providing 
valuable feedback and that you will not be testing them or their abili-
ties. Sometimes we say, “There are no right or wrong answers; we are 
just very interested in your opinion.”

There may be some cases when you need to ask some sensitive ques-
tions. For example, over the years we have had to recruit people with 
specifi c illnesses, certain attitudes toward reproductive rights, and 
people who have a child with limitations. In these cases, you need 
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to give extra thought to how you craft your posting and script, as well 
as the questions you need to ask.

5.1.4 Screening candidates

Use a list of questions to ensure that candidates meet the criteria you 
need to represent the target population accurately. We recommend 
starting with the most important questions that will determine their 
eligibility (e.g., Have you purchased a car in the last six months?) 
because there is no point in asking other demographic questions if 
they don’t meet the main criteria. For each question, make a note to 
the recruiter as to which responses are acceptable and which are not. 
In addition to the eligibility questions, you may want to ask some 
“for information only” questions; for example, while recruiting 
people who have used a travel reservations web site, you might want 
to know what other sites they have used to purchase services or prod-
ucts. But keep these information-only questions to a minimum. You 
can always ask additional questions in a pretest questionnaire.

It is a good idea to test the screening questions ahead of time to make 
sure they are clear and that you haven’t overlooked possible confl icts. 
The logic can be tricky, especially if you’re screening people to put 
them into several subgroups. For example, if they answer that they 
are current users of the product, you may place them in the “Custom-
ers” subgroup and then ask them additional relevant questions, or 
you might ask questions that do not suit noncustomers. Figure 5.4 
shows part of a typical screening questionnaire.

When asking demographic questions, be sensitive about the wording. 
For example, some people prefer not to give their exact age, education 
level, or income level, and some prefer not to disclose their ethnicity. 
Don’t ask these questions unless they are an important part of the 
recruiting criteria. If such information is part of what the client is 
trying to fi nd out, then a range usually suffi ces and yields valuable 
data. For example, if the client is trying to fi nd out if middle-aged 
people buy a lot of music online, the question could ask the range 
of the respondent’s age; that is, the respondent chooses from 18–25, 
26–44, 45–60, 61 and older). Of course, the ranges can be wider or 
narrower depending on the study’s purpose.

Obviously, you will have to disqualify many candidates because they 
don’t match the recruiting criteria. This can be diffi cult to do, espe-
cially if the candidate really wants to participate in the study. The way 
to handle this depends on your specifi c circumstances and the nature 



Screening Questions

 1. What is the gender of the student? (Recruit a mix)

 ______ Male

 ______ Female

 2. What is the age of the student? ( Must be between 18 and 21 years) ______________

 3. Is the student enrolled in a degree or certifi cate program at least half time?

 ______ Yes (CONTINUE)

 ______ NO (DEFER)

 4. What year is the student entering this fall (2005–2006 school year)?

 Freshman

 Sophomore 
(Recruit about 75%)

 Junior

 Senior 
(Recruit about 25%)

 5. What college does/will the student attend? __________________________________

 (Recruit a majority [approximately 70%] of public/state schools, if possible.)

 6. Is a parent involved in looking at fi nancial options for the student (e.g., grants, loans, scholarships, work study)? 

(Reword if speaking to parent.)

 ______ Yes (CONTINUE)

 ______ No (HOLD: Can use them as an individual student but not as a pair.) 

 7. Would you and your parents/child be likely to look for this kind of information online?

 ______ Yes (CONTINUE)

 ______ No (DEFER)

 8. What types of fi nancial options are you using or considering to fund your education?

 ______ grants or scholarships

 ______ federal student loans

 ______ parental loans

 ______ money earned while at school (work study or job)

 ______ money from savings

 ______ other _________________________________

 9. What are the occupations of both parents?

 ____________________________________________________________________________

 (Exclude bankers, members of the fi nancial industry, market researchers, and Web designers.)

10. Would the parent or student consider conducting any of the following transactions online? (Check all that apply.)

 Making a purchase

 Filling out a college application

 Filling out a job application

 Applying for a credit card

 Applying for a loan (DEFER, if the respondent says “No”)

 Applying for a mortgage

 Setting up an online bank account

11. What is the annual household income? (for information only) 

 Under $50,000

 $50,000 to $99,999

 $100,000 to $150,000

 More than $150,000

Great! It looks like you have the right background for the study. (Proceed to gather contact information and schedule participants.)

■ FIGURE 5.4 Sample screening questions.



of the target population (for instance, whether they are members of 
the general public or a subset of your most important customers); 
the key is to be as polite and gracious as you can be.

We typically go through the entire screening, and then tell the person 
the truth: either that his or her background doesn’t exactly match 
what is needed for this study or that we already have enough people 
who match his or her background. Depending on the situation, you 
may want to defer, rather than disqualify, a candidate if he or she is 
close to the ideal but not an exact match. You may also tell a candi-
date that although it appears you have recruited enough participants 
of matching background, you would like to keep him or her as poten-
tial replacement should someone else cancel. Finally, you can assure 
an eager candidate who can’t participate in this particular study that 
he or she might be perfect for a future study and that you will keep 
the information on fi le.

5.1.5 Confi rming appointments

Once you have selected participants and scheduled them for their 
appointments, it’s critical to follow up with them. Sometimes one 
follow-up phone call, letter, or email is suffi cient; other times making 
two contacts is better. For example, you may want to follow up 
immediately with a letter or email and then call or email again right 
before the test.

When you follow up, use a friendly tone and stress how important 
participants are to your study. Remind them that it will be a one-on-
one session so you are counting on their arrival. Clearly indicate 
whom they should call if they need to cancel and whom to call if 
they get lost on the way. Ask them to arrive 10 to 15 minutes before 
the session, which helps ensure they arrive on time. You might also 
state that you’ll reimburse their parking or transportation costs (if 
appropriate) and that light refreshments will be available. The goal 
is to reduce all possible barriers to getting to the right place at the 
right time.

5.2 WHEN PARTICIPANTS ARRIVE

You might recall that chapter 2 provides a list of common tasks to 
prepare for a usability test. By the time the fi rst participant arrives, 
you should have everything ready and organized so that you can give 
your full attention to the participant. If you are not prepared and 
emotionally grounded, you will have a harder time making a con-
nection with participants and making them feel comfortable.
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5.2.1 Greeting participants

Treat participants as people who are giving you something valuable. 
After all, they have chosen to come and help you design a better 
product. Some tips:

■ Look the person in the eyes, smile, exchange names, thank him or 
her, and offer a handshake.

■ Get a sense for the participant’s mood. Is she nervous, tired, angry 
(e.g., had a diffi cult ride to the site)? If so, deal with it now.

Confi rm the participant’s identity both to keep the data straight and 
to be sure he or she didn’t switch with someone else. Watch for the 
“professional participant,” who is someone who exaggerates or lies 
about qualifi cations to obtain the incentive. Consider asking for 
identifi cation if you are suspicious (many market research facilities 
do this).

■ FIGURE 5.5 A moderator greets a participant with a handshake and a smile.

5.2.2 Creating comfort

Remember that one of your roles is that of Gracious Host. You are 
responsible for making participants feel welcome from the moment 
they arrive to the moment they leave. This means attending to their 



physical comfort, ensuring that the session goes smoothly, and ensur-
ing they have a positive experience overall.

5.2.3 Obtaining informed consent

Every testing organization should have an adequate informed consent 
form and every test session should start with both an explanation of 
the form and adequate time for participants to read and sign it. This 
form serves the legal purposes of documenting that participants were 
informed, the specifi c information they received, and their agreement 
to participate. In addition, some people simply take in information 
better if it is written than if it is spoken to them.

The consent form should address the following:

■ what will happen during the session
■ the participant’s right to stop the session at any time and still 

receive the incentive
■ the right to take a break
■ disclosure that you will be recording/videotaping (if applicable)
■ disclosure that others may be observing or listening (if that is 

applicable)
■ the way(s) data and recordings will be used
■ assurance of confi dentiality and the steps taken to protect partici-

pants’ identities

Any test session conducted without informed consent is unethical 
and anyone who conducts tests without a proper consent form 
violates the code of ethics of professional organizations such as 
the American Psychological Association, the Human Factors and 
Ergonomics Society, and the Usability Professionals’ Association.

We often give participants the consent form when they arrive in the 
waiting area so that they have time to read it without someone 
looking over their shoulders. In fact, since the participant is giving 
permission to be videotaped, it is not proper to start recording until 
they have signed the form, which is another reason to take care of 
it before bringing the participant to the test room. Even though 
they may have signed the form while waiting, you should still 
review it with them to ensure that they understood the 
information.

Figure 5.6 shows a typical informed consent form. You can fi nd other 
sample forms in Snyder (2003), Dumas and Redish (1999), and 
Rubin (1994).
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Understanding Your Participation 

Purpose Bentley College and (vendor) are asking you to participate in a study of the _______ web site 
and its ease of use. By participating in this study, you will help us improve the site’s design, 
making it easier to use.

Procedure In this study, we will ask you to perform a series of tasks using the _______ web site. Afterward, 
we will ask about your impressions of the site. The session will take approximately 60 minutes. 
We will use the information you give us, along with information from other people, to make 
recommendations for improving the web site.

Recording We will be recording where you go on the web site (video) and the comments you make 
(audio). The recording will be seen by only the Bentley team that analyzes the data and 
members of the _______ web site development team. After the data analysis is done, we will 
send the tapes to the client’s design team. The videos will be used to improve the usability of 
the web site, not for any other purpose.

Confi dentiality Your name will not be identifi ed with the data in any way. In addition, only Bentley College 
employees who are working on the project will have access to the data we collect.

Risks There are no foreseeable risks associated with this study.

Breaks If you need a break at any time, just let us know.

Withdrawal Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from it at any 
time without penalty. 

Questions If you have questions, you may ask them now or at any time during the study. If you  
have questions after the study, you may call us at 781-891-2500 or email us at 
usability@bentley.edu.

By signing this form: You are indicating that you agree to the terms stated here and that you give Bentley   
College permission to use your voice, verbal statements, and videotaped image for the purpose of
evaluating and improving the company’s web site. 

 Signature: ______________________________________

 Printed name:  ___________________________________

 Date: __________________

in This Study

■ FIGURE 5.6 Sample informed consent form.



WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Making informed consent forms usable

This study varied the format and wording of informed consent forms 

(Waters, Carswell, Stephens, & Selwitz, 2001). The original form was the 

typical informed consent form used at their university. It was written in 

the fi rst person but contained no headings, much jargon, and stilted text, 

for example, “I have been given the chance to ask questions about the 

study, and any questions have been answered to my satisfaction.” A 

second form, the revised form, used a FAQ format and more plain English, 

and used the second person to explain issues. For example,

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS?

Please feel free to ask any questions that might come to mind now. 

Later, if you have questions  .  .  .”

A third form, a hybrid, contained headings that were not questions but 

did not use the second person to explain issues, for example, “ASKING 

QUESTIONS AND RECEIVING MORE DETAILED INFORMATION.”

The authors inserted two inaccuracies in the three forms, one stating it 

would take 15 hours rather than 1.5 hours for the study and one about its 

impact indicating that participants might experience temporary 

numbness in their hands. The authors wanted to see if the participants 

would spontaneously comment on the inaccuracies as they read the form.

The authors gave each form to 10 students who had volunteered for a 

real study. After the study, they were given a test to see how much of the 

consent form they remembered. Their performance showed that 

participants who received the revised form remembered the most 

information and were more likely to comment on the inaccuracies. When 

shown all of the forms and asked for their preference, the participants 

preferred the hybrid form because they did not like the FAQ format. The 

authors’ fi nal format replaced the questions from the FAQ with the 

headings from the hybrid form but kept the second-person wording from 

the revised form.

The authors conclude the report with a few guidelines gleaned from 

their study:

1.  Shift from legal fi rst-person tenses to more conversational, second-

person formats.

2.  Identify legal, technical, and scientifi c words and replace with plain 

English.

3. Use headings to provide cues to the contents of statements.

4. Present information orally as well as on the form.

Waters, S., Creswell, M., Stephens, E., & Selwitz, A. (2001). Research ethics meets usability 

testing. Ergonomics in Design, Spring, 14–20.
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5.3 THE PRETEST BRIEFING

Now you are fi nally ready to start the actual test session! In a local 
test, this means bringing the participant to the testing area, if you 
haven’t already. Before you do, however, make sure that you are 
ready, that all equipment is present and functional, and that any 
observers are all settled.

5.3.1 Preparing yourself

The fi rst few minutes of a test session can be the most diffi cult for 
new moderators because it’s when they are most nervous. They feel 
it is the beginning of a “performance.” They often stumble over their 
words and/or look extensively at their checklists or notes. Their minds 
may go blank momentarily. They lose eye contact and their body 
language and voices say, “I am new at this” to observers and partici-
pants. To minimize performance anxiety during the fi rst few minutes 
of a session, there are several things you can do:

■ Make sure you understand the purpose of the test and of each 
task.

■ Arrive early, 15 minutes before the participant, and make sure 
the equipment and the materials are ready.

■ Consider memorizing the fi rst two or three sentences of the 
briefi ng while imagining that you are looking at the participant.

■ Take several deep breaths just before you go to meet the 
participant and continue to breathe deeply.

■ If you are new, practice, practice, practice the beginning of a 
session.

■ Remember, if you are not relaxed, neither are the participants or 
the observers.

5.3.2 Preparing participants

We like to keep this part of the session to about 10 minutes at the 
most, but there is a lot to cover.

To start the briefi ng, tell the participant about the purpose of the test 
and exactly what you and he or she will be doing. The way you inter-
act during this briefi ng is extremely important because it sets the tone 
for moderating the test. You need to convey with your manner and 
pace that these instructions are important, not just something to “get 
through.” Avoid rushing or looking distracted.



You can avoid later problems by empowering the participants. Tell 
them that they are helping future users by being in the test and they 
can’t make a mistake. Any problems they have with the product actu-
ally help because they show where the product can be improved. 
Remember that it’s common for people to blame themselves if they 
can’t complete a task with a product (more on this in chapter 6).

5.3.3 Using a script or checklist

Whether you’re an inexperienced moderator or an old hand, we rec-
ommend following a script or checklist to make sure that you cover 
everything in the pretest briefi ng (see Figure 5.7 for an example). This 
will help you to stay focused, reduce anxiety, and ensure that all 
participants receive the same instructions, which is important to the 
validity of the data.

In the accompanying videos on this book’s web site, we show exam-
ples of two pretest briefi ngs. In Video 2, the moderator reads a script 
word for word. In Video 1, the moderator follows a checklist but ad-
libs the words. You will see a difference. A moderator using a script 
covers all the points in the given order but has less eye contact with 
participants and the interaction can seem stilted and impersonal. On 
the other hand, following a checklist is more natural and seems more 
relaxed but is less consistent. Use the technique that works best for 
you.

You will occasionally forget to include some part of the briefi ng. This 
is where a checklist helps. When you get to the end of the briefi ng, 
look at the checklist to make sure you have covered it all. If not, just 
calmly add the missing information. For example, “By the way, I may 
stop a task before it is completed. If that happens, it’s because I have 
learned all I need from that task and I want to make sure we get 
through most of the tasks.”

Some usability professionals create a participant-friendly version of 
the checklist that they display on a computer screen during the intro-
duction. They fi nd that it eases the tension for both the moderator 
and the participant.

Note that the checklist asks participants to turn off their mobile com-
munication devices (cell phones, pagers, etc.) to avoid interruptions. 
In some cases, the participant can’t do this (for example, a child or 
babysitter must be able to reach them), but in most cases participants 
are willing to be out of touch for a short time.
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5.3.4 Practicing the think-aloud technique

During most usability tests (but not all), we ask participants to think 
aloud while they work. For many participants this comes naturally 
and isn’t a problem. Others benefi t from examples of what we mean 
by “thinking aloud.” You can do this by

Checklist for Pretest Briefi ng

 Say “Welcome” and introduce yourself.
  I did not design the product, so you won’t hurt my feelings with any comments you make.

 Describe parts of the session: how long it will last; you can take breaks at any time. 

 Review Informed Consent
  We will be recording the session, so others may review it later.
  Recordings are used for research purposes only.
  Other people may be watching.
  Your name will not be connected with any data collected.
  You have the right to stop at any time without penalty.

 Most important: It is the software we are testing, not you. Any difficulties you may have are because it  
wasn’t designed in a way that makes sense to you. 

 My role:
  Neutral Observer who will be taking notes. 
  Clarifi cation of the tasks themselves; otherwise, I will remain silent.

 Your role:
  Be yourself, have fun—you can’t do anything wrong!
  Be candid—you are helping others shape the product at an early stage.

 The tasks:
  Read each one aloud.
  Ask for clarifi cation if needed.
 Try to complete them as if you were doing this at home.
  • Spend as little or as much time as you normally would doing similar tasks.
  Let me know when you have completed each task or gone as far as you can. 
  It is OK if you cannot complete each task; there may not be enough time to do every task.
  Repeat: It is the software we are testing, not you.

 Ask participants to think aloud.
  Describe your steps: What are you looking for? Give a “narration” and so on.  
   Your comments are very important—we are interested in both what you like and what you don’t 

like about the product. 
  Demonstrate think-aloud. [This can be done later, before the tasks, if you prefer.]

 Are there any questions before we begin?

■ FIGURE 5.7 Sample checklist for pretest briefi ng.



■ explaining what you want them to do.
■ giving examples.
■ demonstrating.
■ having them practice.
■ a combination of these techniques.

If you have time, we recommend that you do all of the preceding, 
which are shown in Videos 1 and 2 on the web site. You can do the 
think-aloud training during the pretest briefi ng or right before partici-
pants try the fi rst task, whichever makes most sense in your situation.

There has been some discussion among usability practitioners about 
the best way to demonstrate the think-aloud technique when testing 
a web site. Initially in our lab, we demonstrated using a stapler, pen, 
or some other common physical object. Later, we felt that this might 
be too far removed from a web site and too abstract, so we started 
demonstrating using an unrelated web site. Unfortunately, we found 
that if we used a web site, participants would mimic the kinds of 
comments we had made when they were looking at the web site 
being tested. For example, if we had said, “I like this menu across the 
top, but I don’t understand this option here,” then participants would 
comment on the menus when they saw the web site we were testing. 
This problem caused us to go back to the stapler method.

In reality, you may not have time for the demonstration and/or 
practicing, or your company may have a different procedure. We’ve 
conducted and watched many sessions in which thinking-aloud in -
structions are given in different ways and have not noticed substantial 
differences in how the participants subsequently perform. Our data is 
anecdotal, but most participants catch on to the think-aloud process 
quite quickly and only a few participants need one or two reminders.

As far as we are aware, there is no research that looks at how different 
training methods affect performance, but the accompanying “What 
the research says” documents the inconsistencies of moderators both 
within and among companies. There might be a better way to instruct 
participants that we have not discovered yet, or it may make little 
difference how we do it.

5.3.5 Confi rming that participants are ready

Before moving on, we always take a minute to ask participants if they 
have any other questions before we begin. We also ask if they need 
to use the restroom or if they would like a glass of water. Often, they 
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decline a refreshment when they fi rst arrive but change their minds 
once they feel more comfortable.

5.4 TRANSITIONING TO THE TASKS

Following the pretest briefi ng, you are ready to start collecting data. 
This usually means starting the participants on the tasks or giving 
them a pretest questionnaire and then starting them on the tasks. 
Since this is the fi rst time you have asked them for information (after 
they have listened to you talking for so long!), it’s time to switch to 
your role of Neutral Observer. This means remaining friendly and 
interested but neutral and unbiased with regard to the product and 
the participant’s reaction to it.

5.4.1 Starting the tasks

Transition to the tasks by telling participants you would like them to 
start evaluating the product. You may want to tell them how many 
tasks they will attempt to complete if you think it will help with the 
pacing. On the other hand, if there are thirty tasks, it may be too 
daunting to tell participants up front. You may just want to say, “I 
have a number of tasks here that I would like you to work on. If we 
don’t complete them all, that’s OK.” In either case, telling participants 
that they may not get to every task sets expectations and reduces 
self-blame if they only complete a portion.

Depending on your protocol, you can hand them the fi rst task card 
and ask them to read it or you can read the task out loud for the 
participant. Sometimes we do both—we read the task aloud to par-
ticipants, ask if they have any questions, and then place the task card 
where participants can refer to it if necessary.

There may be times when participants don’t understand the task as it 
is written. Try to explain the task using different words, but be careful 
not to give away information that would help them complete the task.

5.4.2 Conducting a pretest interview

When possible, we like to take a minute or two to conduct a pretest 
interview for several reasons:

■ It helps relax participants.
■ It gets them talking about themselves, showing right away that 

they have important information and opinions.



■ It gets some of their background information on the video 
recording.

■ It provides some background information for the observers.

Often we just ask participants some simple demographic questions 
that repeat what was asked on the recruiting screener. We then ask a 
little about how they currently use the product or similar products. 
One advantage of conducting this interview is to allow observers or 
people watching the recording to hear participants’ qualifi cations. 
This practice avoids doubts about whether the participants are quali-
fi ed if they begin to fail too many tasks.

Other times, we use a more elaborate set of questions designed to 
gauge their pretest opinions and expectations of the product, which 
we then repeat at the end of the test to see whether their opinions 
have changed.

In the next chapter we will discuss the details of interacting with 
participants while they’re working on tasks.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

How consistent are moderators?

Only one study observed test moderators while they worked (Boren & 

Ramey, 2000). This was more of a fi eld study than research. Ted Boren, as 

part of his master’s thesis, supervised by Judy Ramey, visited two 

established usability labs. He observed nine moderators at the two sites. 

All but one of the moderators held advanced degrees in psychology or 

technical communication, and all but one had at least four years’ 

experience conducting usability tests. Many of these moderators were 

regarded by their peers as among the most methodologically rigorous at 

their organization.

Word-for-word transcripts of the interactions were created and the 

moderators were interviewed after their sessions.

The results of the observations were disappointing in that there was 

little consistency in some basic test practices.

■ Seven of the nine moderators neither modeled nor provided training 

in thinking aloud. One moderator trained the participant and one 

moderator provided modeling.

■ Reminders to keep talking ranged from short (“OK”) to long (“Don’t 

forget to tell me what you’re thinking”), from directive to 
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INTERVIEW WITH A NEW MODERATOR

What was it like moderating your fi rst few sessions?

At fi rst, the moderating situation felt really unnatural. When I fi rst started mod-

erating, the briefi ng seemed endless, and I felt foolish repeating a lot of the stuff  

the participant just read in the consent form. But, I quickly began to realize that 

the participants don’t know what to expect from the session either, and it prob-

ably feels even stranger to them, and they are in fact looking for me to lead them 

through it.

One thing that is really interesting to me is that each participant chal-

lenges you in a diff erent way. I think at fi rst most moderators are afraid of 

getting a participant who won’t talk enough, which can be hard to manage. 

But I’ve also had people who talked too much, and it’s diffi  cult to deal with that 

too, because you want to be polite and give them a chance to give you feed-

back, while at the same time you want to get through all the tasks. I also had 

someone who seemed impatient to get through stuff , and I started feeling pres-

sured to rush through the briefi ng and questions I had for them. So you’re likely 

to learn something new from each session you run.

nondirective, from personal to impersonal, and everywhere in 

between.

■ The average disparity between the quickest prompt to talk and the 

longest delay without prompting was about 16 seconds; in other 

words, in the typical test session, a usability professional might prompt 

as quickly as 5 seconds in one instance but go as long as 21 seconds 

before prompting in another instance. Since the median delay before 

prompting was only 10 seconds, this 16-second disparity is huge in 

proportion to the total time participants were silent.

■ Moderators inconsistently intervened to probe a particular area of the 

software, to help a participant who was “stuck,” to request clarifi cation of 

a comment, to clarify task instructions for a participant, to help 

participants get around software problems, and so on.

In summary, this fi eld study showed that even moderators within the 

same organization do not follow the same rules when they give 

instructions in thinking aloud and when they interact with participants. 

We do not know whether these inconsistencies aff ect the quality of tests.

Boren, M., & Ramey, J. (2000). “Thinking aloud: Reconciling theory and practice.” IEEE 

Transactions on Professional Communication, 43(3), 261–278.
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This chapter covers the issues that you will spend most of your time 
dealing with during the 60 to 90 minutes when participants are 
working on tasks. We focus on common situations that occur most 
of the time, not unusual events that rarely occur. (See Loring & Patel, 
2001, for a discussion of the uncommon situations.) An effective 
moderator handles these typical events with no diffi culty.

This chapter contains a set of “good practice” guidelines for the 
everyday situations:

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

6.1 INTERACTING FOR A REASON

We have talked about how much to interact in previous chapters. In 
chapter 1 we said that you talk more in a diagnostic test than in a 
summative test and when a product is at an early stage of develop-
ment rather than near completion. In chapter 4 we made the point 
that the participant—not the moderator—should be talking most of 
the time and we introduced the topic of providing assistance without 
giving away information. This chapter has a more detailed discussion 
about these and similar issues.

Moderators have their own styles of interacting. During diagnostic 
tests, effective moderators fall at both ends of the activity scale, which 
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means that some interact a lot and some very little. As we have said, 
there is no research on whether the amount of interaction matters to 
the validity of testing.

When a moderator talks, he or she infl uences the results of the test 
in some way. Sometimes the intervention makes a test session more 
productive. Other times, it can compromise the validity of the 
data. Probes and questions should further the objectives of the test, 
such as by clarifying what’s happening or revealing additional 
information.

6.2 KEEPING THEM TALKING

In most usability tests (but not all), participants are asked to think 
aloud as they work on tasks. Specifi cally, we ask participants to

■ verbalize their experiences as they’re interacting with the product.
■ describe their expectations regarding various features of the 

product.
■ share personal preferences and any other comments they may have.

Using a think-aloud protocol is valuable because of the rich qualita-
tive data it produces. It helps identify areas of the product that could 
be improved because it documents such aspects as users’ goals and 
expectations, areas of confusion, and unproductive paths.

One thing you learn quickly is that thinking aloud comes easily to 
most people but not to a small minority. Also, even a talkative par-
ticipant may suddenly become quiet while working on a particular 
task, which is when you will need to intervene to get him or her 
talking again.

As we discussed in chapter 5, during the initial briefi ng you should 
instruct participants on how to think aloud. Despite your instruc-
tions, some participants will stop thinking aloud. The most common 
reasons are that they simply forget and that they are concentrating 
on a task that’s taking all of their cognitive capacity.

6.2.1 Prompting as a reminder

When participants are working but not talking, it may be time for a 
reminder. You will need to decide how long to wait before prompting 
them. As the research shows, and as we have observed by watching 
many moderators, there is a wide variation in how long moderators 
wait before prompting (Boren & Ramey, 2000). There is no general 
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rule about how long to wait before prompting because it depends on 
the participant and the situation. With experience, you will get a good 
feel for the trade-off between keeping them talking and interrupting 
their train of thought. (We tend to wait longer than many moderators 
before prompting.)

Most participants need only a gentle reminder to get them talking 
again. Some common prompts include:

■ So  .  .  .?
■ So, you’re thinking  .  .  .?
■ What are you seeing here?
■ Tell me what is happening.

Our preference is for simple reminders. A “So?” spoken with a rising 
infl ection usually works. Avoid asking questions like “Why did you 
do that?” because it can imply that the participant took a wrong 
action, or it might make him or her change the strategy for complet-
ing the task.

6.2.2 Prompting the silent ones

Occasionally, test participants are just very quiet, for whatever reason, 
and no amount of prompting will make them think aloud. In that 
case, you need to watch their actions more carefully and prompt 
them with questions in order to understand what they are thinking 
and trying to do. These people can be diffi cult to interact with because 
they are so reluctant to speak. It takes concentration to keep working 
with them and not show annoyance. But keep in mind that it is not 
your fault that they won’t talk.

When you encounter a participant who is silent and your reminders 
haven’t worked, there is one more tactic you can try. Interpret the 
silence not as silence but as moving slowly and cautiously. You might 
say, “It’s sometimes helpful to consider what you want to say,” or 
“It’s important to really think about what you are going to say before 
you speak.” These statements sound paradoxical, but you have 
nothing to lose if the participant hasn’t been able to think aloud.

6.3 WHEN AND HOW TO PROBE

A probe is an intervention by a moderator that asks participants for 
additional information or clarifi cation. Whenever one of the objec-
tives of a test is to gather diagnostic information about the strengths 
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and weaknesses of a product, carefully worded probes are one of the 
keys to both uncovering and gaining insight into issues.

Probes occur for many reasons, such as when you want to

■ be clear about what participants are thinking.
■ fi nd out if participants understand a concept or term.
■ understand why participants chose one option or one path over 

another.
■ know if an action or outcome was expected or not.
■ ask participants about nonverbal actions (e.g., a squint) or sounds 

(e.g., a sigh).
■ fi nd out if participants saw an option, button, link, etc.

6.3.1 Probing questions

Keep in mind that asking questions often puts people in a defensive 
position. There is a technique to avoid making participants feel chal-
lenged. There are two parts to the technique: the linguistic part and 
the tone-of-voice part. First, instead of asking a question, use a 
“curious command,” which is linguistically an imperative but sounds 
neither like a question nor a command (Mitchell, 2007). These state-
ments start with words like “tell me” and “explain” and need to be 
said with an empathic tone of voice. Here are some examples of 
phases you can use.

■ Tell me a little more about  .  .  .
■ Describe a bit more about  .  .  .
■ Share some more about  .  .  .
■ Talk some more about  .  .  .
■ Help me to understand a little about  .  .  .

6.3.2 Planned versus spontaneous probes

There are two types of probe: planned and spontaneous. When you 
know ahead of time that you will want to get additional information 
at a certain point in a task, the probe is planned. Usually the decision 
to probe is made during test planning. For example, let’s say a web 
site design team is trying to decide whether users, after entering 
information into a dialog, will want to stay in the dialog (which 
means using an Apply button) or leave the dialog and go back to 
where they came from (which requires an OK or Done button). The 
design team decided to use OK, but they want to know if this works 
for users. So after participants click OK, the moderator asks, “Is that 
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what you expected, or not?” A discussion of the options can then 
follow.

Sometimes the decision to ask a planned probe is not made until the 
pilot test or even after one or more sessions have been run. Whenever 
the requirement for a probe appears, write it down in a place that 
will help you remember when and what to say. You can add the 
reminder to the test script, for instance, or put it on a separate piece 
of paper kept with the other materials you’re using (scripts, task cards, 
checklists, etc.)

Unplanned probes can occur at any time during a diagnostic test. 
Whenever you think you need more information or that the partici-
pant has more to add, a probe may be appropriate.

6.3.3 Probes to avoid

Always keep the importance of avoiding bias in mind when asking 
questions. In addition to the rules discussed in chapter 4, the follow-
ing two guidelines about probing are critical.

Don’t talk over participants or interrupt them with a probe. You don’t 
want them to forget what they were saying or doing. If you both 
start speaking at the same time, defer to the participant.

Avoid using a probe to talk indirectly to developers through participants. 
For example, if a participant says, “This screen is too busy” and 
you respond, “What did you say?” even though you heard the 
comment, you may be trying to talk indirectly to developers 
through the participant. You are trying to get the participant to 
make the statement louder or to elaborate on the negative 
comment. A subtly different probe is, “Tell me more about what 
you mean.”

6.3.4 Common probes

Here is a list of probes we have found useful.

■ Tell me what you think about that task.
■ Is that what you expected, or not what you expected?
■ Did you notice the [name of a UI object], or not notice it?
■ What would you do next?
■ You just said, [“participant quote”]. Help me to understand what 

you meant by that.
■ I noticed that you paused before clicking [name of a UI object]. 

Share with me what you were thinking at that point.
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6.4 PROVIDING ENCOURAGEMENT

When poorly designed products are tested, participants make errors, 
need assistance, and fail some tasks. Since you likely helped plan the 
test and conducted a pilot session, you can probably predict fairly 
accurately when participants will struggle with the product. Unfortu-
nately, most participants blame themselves when they struggle, even 
when you have told them not to.

Providing encouragement is one way to try to ease the burden on 
participants. Encouragement helps keep them motivated to continue. 
The way you provide encouragement is important, however, because 
you don’t want to be in confl ict with your role as a neutral observer. 
A good practice to follow with every participant is to pick a task early 
in the session, say task 3, and always say something encouraging after 
that task. For example, you might say, “Your thinking aloud is very 
clear. You’re being very helpful.” Remember to say this in an engaging 
rather than an automatic tone.

Why after the task? As a general rule, you don’t want to reinforce 
either positive or negative behaviors. The safest way to give encour-
agement is to separate it from task performance or a specifi c state-
ment or action during a task because some participants may take your 
encouragement to mean that you want them to make more of those 
kinds of statements or actions.

6.4.1 Encouraging statements to avoid

Imagine a situation where a participant has just failed three tasks in 
a row and then completed the next one. It’s very tempting to inter-
vene to make the participant feel better by saying something like 
“That was great!” or “Good work on that one!” The problem with 
this kind of encouragement is that some participants may misinter-
pret it as meaning that you want them to succeed because you want 
the product design to succeed. Try using one of the more neutral 
statements in the next section.

Of course, as a general rule you don’t want to provide encouragement 
during a task; however, there are times when it’s called for, such as 
when participants are getting discouraged and frustrated. It does no 
good to maintain your neutrality if participants lose their motivation 
to continue.



6.4.2 Common encouraging statements

Here are some encouraging statements you can use both within and 
between tasks.

■ You’re doing fi ne.
■ You’re really helping us.
■ You’re giving us the kinds of information we need to make this 

product better.
■ Your thinking aloud is very clear and helpful. Thanks.
■ Don’t forget you’re helping future users by working with me 

today.

6.5 DEALING WITH FAILURE

By its very nature, usability testing is meant to uncover design fl aws—
places where the product interface doesn’t match users’ abilities, 
experiences, or expectations. Therefore, you want users to encounter 
problems so that the problems can be fi xed. Unfortunately, users 
often feel that they have failed if they can’t fi gure out how to com-
plete a task. This is one of the most diffi cult parts of moderating test 
sessions.

■ FIGURE 6.1 A participant’s body language shows signs of distress.
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6.5.1 Participants’ self-blame

Unfortunately, even if participants understand and believe that you 
are not testing them, feelings of failure usually begin the fi rst time 
they have trouble, and that’s when they might make statements to 
defend themselves.

We’ve noticed that this is particularly true when participants are less 
experienced with the product being tested, be it a software applica-
tion, web site, medical device, or consumer product. Novice users 
will assume it’s their lack of knowledge or expertise that’s causing 
them to fail, whereas experienced users more often recognize a poorly 
designed interface when they see one and are less likely to blame 
themselves.

Typical self-blame statements include:

■ Maybe it’s just me.
■ I can’t believe I didn’t see that!
■ Well, normally I would have read the entire user manual.
■ That was my fault. I didn’t read the sentence at the top of the 

screen.
■ If I had more experience with this product, I probably would have 

seen that button.

This is important: You shouldn’t make the product look better than it 
is by taking failure away or by minimizing its impact, such as by 
saying things like, “Everyone has trouble with that task.” We show 
this scenario in Video 3 on the book’s web site.

6.5.2 The moderator’s distress

Remember that after the test begins, the moderator’s responsibility is 
to be a neutral observer. That role can be a challenge. Most of us 
would not let someone have an unpleasant experience while we 
watch and remain silent, and yet that’s sometimes what we have to 
do. Giving participants a very diffi cult task may make you feel that 
you are setting them up for failure. As a moderator, you must sup-
press your strong desire to take away or minimize the hurt you 
believe that participants are experiencing.

This is when novice moderators are most likely to intervene inap-
propriately and say something that biases the participant. Their intu-
ition screams, “Help them!” Ironically, those who become usability 
professionals are usually very people oriented; they’re tuned into 

Our Typical Instructions

We use the following statements 

when participants seem 

disturbed because they didn’t 

complete a task.

“Remember that we are not 

testing you or your abilities in 

any way. We are just trying to 

fi nd out where the product 

causes people confusion so 

that we can make it better. If 

you have any issues with the 

product, that actually helps us 

because it shows that the 

product wasn’t clear to you. 

We can then fi x that problem 

so that all the people in the 

future won’t have to deal 

with it.

“We are going to ask you to 

complete a number of tasks 

with the product. Keep in 

mind that not everybody 

completes all the tasks; that’s 

OK. Sometimes I may have 

you move on so we can get 

to other tasks. Just do the 

best you can.”



other people’s feelings. Outside of the testing situation, they would 
take action to help others in distress. Becoming an effective modera-
tor means learning that sometimes you need to suppress those feel-
ings or, at least, not to act on them.

Those new to moderating also have a tendency to project their 
feelings onto participants without realizing it. A three-minute 
struggle by a participant can seem much longer to someone who 
is watching!

The anxiety and/or frustration that observers feel may or may not be 
of the same intensity as the participants’ feelings. For example, when 
we’ve demonstrated how to moderate test sessions to graduate stu-
dents, we’ve noticed that the student observers actually get more 
emotional than the participants. The participants have negative feel-
ings when they struggle, but they’re also busy trying to complete the 
task. They are working as well as feeling, while the observers have little 
to do but feel. When participants are asked after these test sessions 
about their feelings, their expressions of emotion are usually much 
more muted than those of the observers. With practice and time, you 
will be able to avoid projecting your feelings onto participants and 
remain calm.

6.5.3 The participant’s distress

The point at which participants become so upset that they can’t con-
tinue to be effective will vary. Also, the interpretation of when that 
point is reached varies across moderators. We’ve been unable to fi nd 
a clear, simple rule for determining the level of participants’ stress. 
We’re also reluctant to overrule the intuition of moderators when it 
differs from our own. We can only tell you the cues we look for and 
what we do when we see them.

The cues that tell us that participants’ emotions may have become 
too intense are

■ sweating, especially around the face and neck
■ looking intensely at the product and nowhere else
■ tension in the voice, or sighs, or huffs
■ obvious anger
■ silence for long periods of time
■ tunnel vision—an infl exibility in exploring options and repeating 

the same things over and over
■ tears or rapid blinking
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Notice that most of these cues are nonverbal expressions of distress. 
Some of these signs are shown in Video 4 on the book’s web site.

You can sometimes tell when participants are just trying to convince 
you to stop the task but are not in distress. They may give verbal 
expressions of distress but show none of the listed signs. In those 
cases, we usually ask them to continue.

If a participant expresses verbal distress along with additional cues, 
your fi rst response should be to tell them they’re providing valuable 
information and to remind them that they are helping future users 
by what they are fi nding. But it may not help because they clearly 
don’t see it that way. They usually expect to perform much “better” 
so they see themselves as failing. What can you do in these cases?

6.5.4 Responses to participants’ distress

When you see signs of distress, you need to take some action to either 
assess the participants’ emotional state or reduce the intensity of their 
feelings. Here are some steps you can take if you suspect the tension 
is too high.

When you’re in the room with the participant:

■ Say, “How are you doing?” This helps you assess his or her state.
■ Use the participant’s name to provide extra emphasis on what you 

say.
■ Take a break. In this situation, it’s often better if you say you need 

a break because if you ask the participant, he or she might say, “I 
don’t need one.”

■ Have the participant stand up, get out of the seat, and walk around 
if possible. Ideally, take the person out of the room to get water or 
coffee. It’s important to change body position and get some air.

During the break, get some refreshments and talk about other things. 
Watch how the participant is reacting. Use your intuition to sense 
whether he or she is tense or preoccupied. Tell participant that the 
feedback being provided is very valuable.

If you sense that the stress level is too high, it’s best to ask directly 
about it. Say something like, “Please tell me if you are fi nding this 
session too diffi cult” or “Help me understand how you’re feeling 
about the session.” At this point, it doesn’t do any good to try to 
remain neutral in order to preserve the integrity of the data. If the 
participant is very upset, the data might not be valuable anyway.



When you’re moderating from outside the room:

■ Take a break and go into the room and sit with the participant or 
bring the person out of the room.

■ If necessary, volunteer to sit with participant as he or she works. 
This may help some feel calmer.

When you are conducting a remote session, keep in mind that distress 
is often accompanied by silence. Many of the nonverbal signs of dis-
tress depend on visual contact. When there is silence in a remote 
session when the participant is struggling, you need to fi nd out 
whether he or she is just forgetting to talk or whether the person’s 
really upset. Try asking, “Are you fi nding this session diffi cult?” This 
is a way to open up the topic for discussion.

If the participant is stressed but you sense that he or she can con-
tinue, pay attention and look for signs of escalation. If you have 
the freedom to do so, consider changing the script a little, perhaps 
skipping the most diffi cult tasks, to avoid increasing the participant’s 
stress level.

6.5.5 Stopping a test

If your intuition tells you it’s the right thing to do, ask the participant 
if he or she wants to stop the session. Sometimes when we stop a 
session early, we conduct the post-test interview to wrap up the 
session and reinforce to the participant that he or she provided valu-
able feedback, even though all the tasks weren’t completed. In other 
cases, if the participant’s stress starts to escalate again, we simply say, 
“That’s great. Why don’t we stop here. I have a few questions for you 
about your overall experience with the product.” This allows the 
participant to “save face,” and he or she may not even be aware that 
the session ended early.

Note: If there is an incentive and you ask the participants if they want 
to stop the session, don’t initially bring up the fact that they will be 
compensated even if they stop. This sometimes makes participants 
feel worse about themselves and they may say, “I think I will stop, 
but I am not taking the money.” It is better to establish if they want 
to stop fi rst, then later simply give them their compensation with a 
“thank you.” If they protest, you should take the responsibility off 
participants’ shoulders by saying, “We compensate everyone who 
takes their valuable time being in a session.”
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6.5.6 What you shouldn’t do when a participant fails

Commiserate. When participants fail, your fi rst reaction may be to 
make them feel better. It’s very tempting to say, “I can see why that 
was hard.” It’s also tempting to nod your head in vigorous agreement 
when participants say things like, “Wow, that took forever,” or “That 
was really confusing.” Our advice is not to commiserate. Acknowl-
edge that you heard and understood the comment, perhaps with a 
little nod, and say, “OK” or “Mm hmm.”

Tell a white lie. You may also be tempted to reduce the impact of 
failure by telling a “white lie,” such as, “Don’t worry, everybody has 
trouble with that task.” (This occurs in Video 3.) In some cases, the 
statement is even true. The problem is that you’re reinforcing partici-
pants’ feelings, which may increase their level of negativity toward 
the product and possibly affect their future performance, ratings, or 
comments.

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

What do you do when a test participant has a strong negative reaction to 

the product you are testing and is ready to stop the session?

During a usability test I frequently sense that the participant is having more 

diffi  culty than they are verbalizing. It is always a challenge to sort out what a 

participant is doing from what they say they are doing. In fact, I have occasion-

ally had the secret desire to stop a test and tell the participant that I will pay 

them double if they tell me what they are really thinking!

I did encounter a person who wanted to tell me what she really thought 

and it took me by surprise and caused a few uncomfortable moments for both 

of us. Here is what happened.

The participant started performing the tasks as usual. However, she 

became more and more frustrated. Finally she just exploded with annoyance, 

telling me that the product was not any good, that she was frustrated, and that 

she did not think she wanted to continue.

My fi rst reaction was to become defensive. I wanted the test session to be 

pleasant and congenial. I realized, at that moment, that I wanted her to enjoy 

herself!

But she was doing just what I always wanted a test participant to do—

displaying her honest reaction to the product. I had to respond quickly to see if 

I could make a productive session out of a potential disaster. As soon as I realized 

that I had a frustrated but honest user, all I had to do was to turn her from 

annoyed to constructive.



We stopped the tasks (“Let’s stop for a minute and talk about how this is 

going.”) I acknowledged her frustration (“I heard you when you said you were 

frustrated.”) We talked about how she was giving me just the feedback I needed 

to improve the product and that her experience was important to me. (“It is 

really exciting to see you react in such an honest way. If you can take a minute 

and describe to me what you are thinking and what is challenging about the 

task, I will understand more about what could be improved in the product.”) 

With her emotions validated and permission to talk honestly, she quickly 

became more specifi c and was able to tell me what she did and did not like. I 

kept her talking and giving honest feedback and encouraged her that her 

honest feedback was more valuable to me than platitudes.

Lessons learned? (1) Be careful what you wish for. (2) When what you wish 

for comes along, be ready for it. (3) Be prepared to turn frustration into construc-

tive feedback.

6.6 PROVIDING ASSISTANCE

Usability problems often reveal themselves sequentially as partici-
pants move through the steps in a task. A problem that occurs early 
in the sequence and stops progress can prevent the participant from 
uncovering additional problems that would come later. Providing 
assistance is a way to move past one step so that later problems might 
be uncovered.

Unfortunately, when you give participants assistance, you may 
provide them with information that they wouldn’t have if you didn’t 
help. Your intervention could change how participants perform and 
also perceive the product. Because of this, you should give more 
assistance in diagnostic tests (where fi nding usability issues is the 
primary goal) and less in benchmark and comparative tests.

Providing assistance is one of the most important skills of moderat-
ing. It requires balancing two factors: helping participants along 
while avoiding giving information that will help them complete later 
tasks.

6.6.1 An assist

Let’s look at a specifi c example to clarify what an assist is. (Video 4 
on the web site provides an example.) Imagine that participants in 
a diagnostic usability test are asked to complete a task that requires 
them to locate a dialog box by selecting a menu option and then 
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setting some controls in the box, such as unchecking a box or select-
ing a radio button. The product team suspects that there are several 
usability problems with the design that may make this task challeng-
ing: It may be diffi cult to (1) fi nd the correct menu option to open 
the dialog and (2) set the controls in the dialog box once it’s 
open.

The moderator would like to gather data on both locating and using 
the dialog. Consequently, when the participant cannot locate the 
correct menu option, the moderator tells him or her where it is and 
then lets the participant set the controls in the dialog box (the mod-
erator then records the assist).

6.6.2 Giving assistance

One clue that may call for you to provide an assist is seeing a repeat-
ing pattern of unproductive behavior. But some other situations may 
call for an assist, such as the following:

■ The participant has tried several alternatives and asks for help.
■ The participant is heading toward a sequence that will cause a 

product failure or system crash.
■ The participant is approaching the task time limit or is taking so 

long that he or she won’t have time for later tasks.
■ The participant thinks the task is complete when it’s not.

Perhaps the most diffi cult situation is providing assistance that is 
likely to help participants complete subsequent tasks in addition to 
the current one. This tends to happen when participants encounter 
global issues, ones that occur across the whole interface rather than 
as isolated instances. Some times you have no choice but to give the 
assist so the participant can continue. You can handle this problem 
later in your data analysis.

One factor in deciding to give an assist is your relationship with 
developers. If the developers are likely to agree that there is a problem 
and they will fi x the problem, then it’s best to give assistance in order 
to uncover more issues. On the other hand, if you feel that the devel-
opers need to see repeated failures to motivate them to make a change, 
then it’s best not to give assistance. The consequence of giving no 
assistance is that you will miss some subsequent problems. This situ-
ation is one of the trade-offs of moderating in the real world!

One last point to consider: A complex product that provides tools for 
data manipulation or analysis by a skilled analyst may require some 



trial and error to learn. Consequently, providing assistance may not 
indicate that there is a major design fl aw. In addition, complex ana-
lytical products are typically used by people who are good at problem 
solving and who are not easily put off by a challenge. In this case, 
your giving an assist may not change their perception of a product’s 
usability in the same way as it might in a self-service product, so you 
can be freer in stepping in.

6.6.3 Interventions versus assists

Some interventions are not assists. For example, prompting partici-
pants to think out loud (described in section 6.3) and providing 
encouragement (described in section 6.4) are not assists.

It’s not an assist when you clarify a task. For several reasons, participants 
sometimes begin performing a different task than what you intended. 
It’s standard practice in those cases for moderators to immediately 
intervene to make sure that participants understand the task. A 
common strategy is to have participants reread the task scenario and, 
perhaps, say it in their own words. If participants still don’t under-
stand the task, you may restate it in different words until they do 
understand, which is not an assist.

It’s not an assist when you help participants recover from a bug or redirect 
them when they choose a correct but unanticipated path. Sometimes par-
ticipants do understand the task, but they choose a path to comple-
tion that you didn’t intend. For example, a carefully prepared scenario 
to force participants to move three levels down in a menu structure 
is suddenly negated when a participant fi nds a right-click, pop-up 
menu that performs the same task. This could be a surprise to you if 
you didn’t know there was a second path to success. You can inter-
vene immediately or wait for the end of the task and then say, “That 
was a correct way to do that task, but there is another way. I’d like 
you to fi nd it and then do the task again.” While this is an interven-
tion that may change the participant’s perception of the product, it 
is not considered an assist.

6.6.4 Not giving assistance

Whenever participants are moving toward a solution to the task, even 
if they’re going down the wrong path initially, there is no need to 
give an assist. Unless they are clearly stuck, resist the temptation to 
jump in and help!
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For some usability tests, the decision is made during planning not to 
provide any assistance for the entire test or for a particular task. For 
example, in a competitive test of two or more products, it is almost 
impossible to provide assistance for one product that will not favor 
that product over its competitors.

A common occurrence, especially when participants encounter the 
fi rst diffi cult task, is for them to ask for assistance or say they don’t 
know what else to do. The decision to assist depends on whether you 
believe that participants have worked long enough to have exhausted 
their options and/or are repeating similar patterns. If you decide the 
answer to both questions is no, then instead of an assist, you might 
say, “Let’s keep working a bit longer” or “Why don’t you see if there’s 
something you haven’t tried?” One reason for asking participants to 
keep working is to avoid giving them the impression that they can end 
any task they fi nd diffi cult by saying they don’t know what else to do.

An additional factor that can infl uence whether to give an assist is 
the type of product you are testing. Some products are intended to 
be self-service—people are supposed to be able to use them without 
a manual or training. You should not need assistance, for example, 
to look up your company’s benefi ts package on its web site or take 
money out of an ATM. Consequently, if participants need assistance 
to complete tasks with a self-service product, it usually indicates a 
design fl aw that must be fi xed.

6.6.5 Levels of assistance

The levels of assistance move from general to specifi c, and from pro-
viding as little information as possible to telling the participant 
exactly how to complete a task. Keep in mind that as you move 
through this sequence, you can decide at any point to terminate the 
task and move on to the next one, or you can skip earlier levels and 
go to the later ones.

Level 1. Breaking a repeating sequence. When a participant continually 
repeats the same or similar sequence several times, all it takes 
sometimes is a change in concentration to get them unstuck. A 
simple “So, what do you think is going on here?” or “Try reading 
the task again” is often enough to return their focus to the goal. 
Some practitioners might not call this an assist, but we believe 
it is because it is an intervention that would not occur if the 
moderator were not present.

Level 2. Providing a general hint. Often participants come close to 
fi nding the option they need. For example, they may have opened 



the correct menu but not read far enough down the list of options 
or scanned them too quickly and missed the correct one. You 
could provide a level 2 assist by saying, “Remember how you 
started this task? You were getting close.” or “You actually went 
by the option you need.” If they did not get close yet, you might 
say, “Sit back and take a look at the whole screen” or “It’s in a 
menu you haven’t opened yet.”

Level 3. Providing a specifi c hint. When a level 2 assist does not move 
participants along, you may have to be more specifi c. For example, 
you could say, “The option is in the Edit menu” or “Try all of 
the options in the list.” An assist at this level focuses participants’ 
attention on the relevant area but still allows the moderator to 
obtain information about things like the terminology of options. 
And it still requires work on the participant’s part.

Level 4. Telling participants how to do the next step. In some situations, 
you may decide to tell participants how to perform the next step. 
For example, “Open the Edit menu and select Preferences” or 
“Click the third bullet.” This type of “next step only” assist stan-
dardizes what an assist is. This standardization can become 
important when it comes to counting assists. It’s also important 
if there are several moderators because you want to make sure 
that all are consistent in how they give assists.

6.6.6 Completing a task for a participant

Sometimes a task must be completed to allow participants to attempt 
later tasks. These are often referred to as “contingent” tasks. Usually 
you can avoid contingent tasks with careful test planning, but some-
times they’re unavoidable. This situation can be awkward for both 
you and the participant because it can make the participant feel like 
a failure. Also, if you don’t handle it properly, you could provide 
participants with information that they wouldn’t have on their own.

If you would reveal important information by completing the task, 
you can ask the participant to look away while you complete it. For 
example, you might say, “Could you look out that window while I 
do something on the computer?” If it’s going to be obvious that 
you’re completing the task, it’s best to be straightforward and say 
something like “I need to complete this task so we can go on to the 
next task. So if you could look away, I am going to fi nish it.”

New moderators tend to have diffi culty with this situation. They are 
tempted to try to make the situation less awkward by elaborating: 
“Don’t worry, everyone has trouble with this task.” As we discussed 
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earlier, such statements can bias the test by infl uencing the partici-
pant’s perception of the usability of the product. It would be better 
to just say, “Remember, don’t blame yourself when there isn’t time 
to fi nish a task.”

6.6.7 Measuring assists

It’s beyond the scope of this book to discuss the measurement of 
usability. But we do want you to recognize that counting assists can 
be complicated. You can see from our discussion that all assists are 
not the same and that the decision about providing assistance depends 
on a number of factors. So it’s not easy to decide whether providing 
an assist equals task failure or whether it takes several assists to count 
as task failure or whether a task completed with several assists should 
count as a success.

Some organizations compute and report task success statistics on 
their usability tests. These statistics allow them to see trends in the 
quality of their designs over time and determine which parts of the 
organization are producing more usable products. For example, they 
might compute the percentage of tasks completed without assistance 
and the percentage completed with assistance. To make those values 
meaningful, it must be clear what an assist is. One way to be consis-
tent is to restrict assists in summative tests to the specifi c “next step 
only” level 4 assist. Consequently, an assist always means that the 
moderator told the participant how to perform the next step in the 
task. This strategy makes the measurement clearer.

Our point is that before the test it’s important to carefully consider 
when and how you will provide assistance and how you will count 
assists afterwards. If several people will moderate test sessions, it’s 
even more important to plan ahead so that assists will be handled 
consistently.

Completed
Completed

with assistance
Not

completed

General assist _____

Specifi c assist _____

Number of assists _____

■ FIGURE 6.2 A data collection form to record assists.



WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Do some usability problems hide other problems?

Usability problems often reveal themselves sequentially as users work 

through a task. An interesting study provides some data to support this 

(Medlock, Wixon, Terrano, Romero, & Fulton, 2002). In this study, the 

authors used what they called the Rapid, Interactive Test and Evaluation 

(RITE) method. A RITE test is a variation on a traditional usability test. It is 

planned the same way. The diff erence is in the way it is executed. A team 

of people including a usability specialist, product developers, and key 

product stakeholders attends and watches the fi rst session or sessions. 

After watching them, the usability specialist lists the usability issues that 

occurred and the team discusses them. If the team is in agreement about 

the problems and appropriate solutions, then the problems are fi xed 

immediately and then the next session is run. If they want to be more 

confi dent about the issues, they may run more test sessions before 

making changes. After making changes, the team verifi es that the 

solutions are working and notes whether there are any additional 

problems.

Notice that with this method the focus is on fi nding solutions to 

problems and verifying them rather than just fi nding the problems. In the 

study we are discussing, the number of failures and errors actually 

increased after the fi rst set of solutions was applied. You might think that 

the cause of the increase was poor fi xes to the problems. But the increase 

actually was caused by the fact that the fi rst session revealed a few major 

problems that kept participants from making further progress on tasks. 

When the small number of big problems was fi xed, nearly twice as many 

errors and failures occurred because the participants were able to explore 

much more of the user interface. Consequently, the team kept the fi rst set 

of fi xes and applied additional ones to the new problems. After running 

about 10 sessions almost all of the errors and failures had been eliminated.

Medlock, M. C., Wixon, D., Terrano, M., Romero, R., & Fulton, B. (2002). Using the RITE 

method to improve products; a defi nition and a case study. Paper presented at 

meeting of the Usability Professionals’ Association, Orlando, FL.

Figure 6.2 is a sample of a data collection form for recording task 
completion rates as well as the types of assistance provided. The 
moderator circles one of the three outcomes (Completed, Completed 
with Assistance, or Not Completed) and then if assistance was pro-
vided, he or she checks off the type(s) of assists.
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Interacting during post-test activities

Chapter 7

91

The time between the fi nal task and the end of the session is very 
valuable. Task performance may be over, but you still need to collect 
important measures of participants’ subjective perceptions. Partici-
pants have spent perhaps an hour or two with the product, so it’s 
important to capture their perspectives and to take the time to clarify 
what happened during the session.

In a diagnostic test, this time provides a last chance to uncover 
product strengths and weaknesses. In a summative or comparison 
test, it’s a time to gather measures that summarize the users’ 
experience.

In this chapter, we discuss the activities that happen after the test 
itself:

■ maintaining your roles
■ determining the order of activities
■ clarifying things that occurred during the test
■ administering ratings and questionnaires
■ asking open-ended questions
■ allowing others to interact with participants
■ providing incentives and other fi nal activities

7.1 MAINTAINING YOUR ROLES

When the last task is over, there’s a feeling of relief for both you and 
the participants. This is understandable because working on tasks is 
almost always the most stressful part of the session. Usually the more 
stress and failure participants have experienced, the more relief both 
parties feel.
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Although it’s appropriate to ask participants to relax for a few minutes, 
there is still important information to be gathered. As a moderator, 
you need to maintain your roles until the participant leaves. You 
might say, “Let’s relax for a minute before we talk about your reac-
tions to the product.” This statement makes it clear that the relaxation 
and the talking are separate.

As the Gracious Host, you can ask participants if they want to take a 
break. If you sense that participants really need a break, don’t leave 
the decision in their hands. Tell them that you need a break. If you’re 
sitting with them, get up and offer the participants whatever refresh-
ments you have. You might also stretch and encourage them to do 
so, too. If you’re in another room, say, “Relax for a moment. I’ll be 
right in.” In a remote session, say, “I need a minute to stand up and 
stretch. You may want to do the same.”

As the Neutral Observer, you don’t want to bias participants’ percep-
tions by talking about how hard or easy the tasks were to do. Making 
leading statements should not be part of relaxing. Likewise, state-
ments about relaxing should not be tied to specifi c tasks or the 
success or failure of participants. The break is to relieve fatigue from 
concentrating for a fairly long time.

In your role as Leader, the break is often a good time to talk with any 
visitors about whether they have additional questions they want you 
to ask participants. If the questions they want to ask are leading or 
use jargon, change the wording. For example, the visitor might say, 
“Ask her if she liked the Customization option.” You might then ask 
the participant, “What do you think about the feature that allowed 
you to reorganize the sections of the screen?”

7.2 DETERMINING THE ORDER OF ACTIVITIES

The activities in the post-task session vary depending on the goals of 
the test. There are at least four common possibilities:

1. A discussion about key events that happened while participants 
were working on tasks.

2. A set of open-ended questions about the product.
3. A set of questions about aspects of the product that were not 

covered by the test (e.g., questions about their previous use of the 
product or about their experiences with a competing product). 
As the relationship between market research and usability has 
increasingly overlapped, we fi nd that our clients often want to ask 



marketing-related questions after participants have used the pro-
duct, such as how likely they would be to purchase the product.

4. A self-administered questionnaire or a set of closed-ended ques-
tions or ratings that ask about the usability of the product. The 
questionnaire might be one of the standardized options that have 
been developed—for example, the Software Usability Scale 
(Brooke, 1996)—or one that your organization has developed 
internally.

When deciding the best order for post-task activities, the general rule 
we follow is:

If the test is diagnostic, fi rst perform the activities that will tell you 
the most about the strengths and weaknesses of the product. If the 
test is summative, fi rst have participants perform the activities that 
measure perceptions of usability.

In a diagnostic test, fi rst discuss key events that happened while par-
ticipants were attempting tasks, then move to subjective ratings and 
open-ended questions. You want to uncover usability issues that 
come from the participants’ reactions to the product and their 
performance.

In a summative test, fi rst administer questionnaires and ratings. Typi-
cally, these measures are more reliable the closer they are to the 
events they refer to. In a comparison test in which participants have 
used more than one product, you may want to know which one they 
prefer. We suggest you ask that fi rst, so that discussion of open-ended 
questions and task performance doesn’t change their ratings or 
answers.

Of course, there are tests that have more than one purpose. For 
example, a test may occur near the end of the development cycle with 
a measurement focus, but it also may be the only test performed on 
the product. Consequently, the test team may be looking for any 
diagnostic information it can get in addition to measuring usability. 
In those cases, you need to prioritize the objectives with the team 
and jointly decide on the order of post-task activities.

7.3  CLARIFYING THINGS THAT OCCURRED 
DURING THE TEST

In a diagnostic test, the goal is to extract information that will help 
you and the team uncover usability issues. Often, events have occurred 
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at times when you didn’t want to interrupt the participant for clarifi -
cation. Now is the time to ask about those events. Some issues are 
best discussed after participants have seen all of the product or 
worked through all of the tasks. For example, in tests conducted early 
in the development cycle, you often want to know if participants 
understand the underlying concepts of a user interface. Do they “get” 
the concept, part of it, or none of it? These issues usually are more 
important than quantitative subjective measures.

In a purely summative test, the focus is usually on measurement, and 
clarifying issues may be less important. In tests that are aimed at both 
diagnosis and measurement, it is important to collect the subjective 
measures fi rst and ask clarifying questions second.

7.4  ADMINISTERING RATINGS AND 
QUESTIONNAIRES

It is common to ask a set of closed-ended questions and a set of 
ratings at the end of a usability test. The closed-ended questions may 
be unique to the product tested or may be from one of the standard-
ized questionnaires published in the literature. Some organizations 
have a set of ratings that they use in every test to provide a basis for 
comparison over time.

7.4.1 Questionnaires

One of the decisions to be made during test planning is whether to 
have the questions self-administered by the participant or read by the 
moderator. There is an interesting trade-off involved in this decision. 
When the questions are self-administered and responses are written, 
they are not part of the recording and any visitors or people watching 
a recording can only see the answers after the session is over (unless 
you have an overhead camera and can zoom in on the rating sheet, 
of course). There may be valuable information in the answers that 
developers only see when the report appears. On the other hand, 
participants may be more candid when they answer the questions in 
writing.

There is, however, a third possibility, which is to have participants 
fi ll out the questionnaire on their own but then go over the answers 
out loud with the moderator. Video 5 shows this approach. 
Some moderators who viewed Video 5 reacted negatively to this 
practice because they see it as pulling an unexpected surprise on 



participants—participants thought their answers were private, but 
then the moderator discussed them in public. If you’re concerned 
about that issue, you can tell the participants exactly what will 
happen. For example, “I would like you to fi ll out this questionnaire. 
Then I’ll come back so we can discuss your answers.”

When the questions and ratings are self-administered, it is best to 
leave the test environment or to be silent or take a break in the case 
of a remote test. You don’t want the participant to feel rushed. In 
addition, some moderators feel that participants are more candid 
when they are alone.

7.4.2 Reasons behind the ratings

In a diagnostic test, the value of the answers to the questions is in 
the light they shed on the strengths and weaknesses of the product. 
A typical diagnostic test with fi ve to eight participants cannot provide 
reliable quantitative data on subjective measures. Consequently, the 
important information is why participants chose their answers rather 
than the numeric values they assigned.

For example, the important thing about a rating of 6 out of 7 is not 
the number itself but why participants chose that value. Therefore, 
you always need to ask “why” when the participant doesn’t provide 
that information. You might ask, “So what does a 6 mean here?” As 
long as you ask this question for all of their answers, participants 
should interpret your question as clarifying their opinions rather than 
putting them on the spot.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Does it matter which questionnaire you use?

Tullis and Stetson (2004) conducted an interesting study comparing 

questionnaires used at the end of a test session. They tested fi ve 

questionnaires including the Software Usability Scale (SUS) (Brooke, 1996) 

and two other standardized questionnaires. The Software Usability Scale 

has 10 rating scale items and was developed by a group of usability 

specialists at Digital Equipment Corporation. Tullis and Stetson also 

included a questionnaire they developed themselves and had used in all 

of their tests.
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Often participants give a rating that’s between two points, such as, “I 
would give it a three and a half.” You can then ask, “Why between 
those values?” then later, “If you had to pick one number, which 
would it be?”

7.4.3 Accuracy of ratings

One of the main issues about ratings is the truthfulness and reliability 
of the values participants give. Frequently, participants give higher—
that is, more favorable—values than the moderator and team think 
they should. It’s common to watch participants struggle with tasks, 
then at the end of the session give the product a favorable rating of 
6 out of 7! The testing literature talks about this issue and attributes 
it to the demand characteristics of the situation, that is, factors other 

They asked 123 participants to perform two tasks, each on a web site. 

The participants were then given one of the questionnaires with which to 

evaluate the two sites. The web sites turned out to be quite diff erent in 

their perceived usability, with one site being statistically more usable than 

the other over all of the 123 participants.

The authors then took samples of gradually increasing sizes to see how 

each questionnaire discriminated between the sites. For example, with a 

sample size of 6 participants, could a questionnaire show that one site 

was more usable? How many of the samples showed this diff erence? They 

then took many samples of size 8, 10, 12, and 14 and computed statistics 

to see how many of the samples showed the diff erence in usability 

between the sites.

The results showed that none of the questionnaires showed a 

diff erence between the sites at better than an 80 percent rate with sample 

sizes of either 6 or 8 participants. With a sample of 10 participants, only 

the SUS had 80 percent of its samples showing a diff erence, and only the 

SUS achieved a 100 percent rate with sample sizes of 12 and 14.

The bottom line is that the SUS was more sensitive with small samples. 

Their locally developed questionnaire was just average among the rest of 

the questionnaires.

In addition, this study shows that none of the questionnaires 

discriminated well with sample sizes of fewer than 10 participants, which 

means that questionnaires have low reliability with the sample sizes we 

typically use for usability tests.

Tullis, T., & Stetson, J. (2004). A comparison of questionnaires for assessing website usability. 

Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Usability Professionals’ Association, 1–12.



than participants’ task performance that could push up ratings. These 
factors include the need to please, the need to be positive and not 
critical, and the need to appear computer or product literate. Some-
times participants have an easy time with the last task and assume 
that they were “getting it.” In other cases, participants may really want 
and need the product or feature you are showing them. Even though 
it may not be usable, the functionality is very benefi cial to them. As a 
result they don’t want to say anything negative because they fear it 
may delay the release of the product or feature.

There is no research verifying or clarifying the exaggeration of ratings 
at the end of a test. We have run demonstrations of testing sessions 
with graduate students and seen this effect. When we ask student 
participants why they gave the values they did, they say something 
like, “Well, when I thought about all of the products I have used over 
the years, this one was not that bad.” They’re saying that they have a 
good reason for their ratings and that they were not conscious of 
pushing up their ratings.

Our impression is that ratings given after each task are more valid 
than ratings given at the end of the session. Post-task ratings seem to 
be consistent with other measures; that is, when participants struggle, 
they give the task a lower rating.

There are ways to help participants understand what it is you want 
them to rate. Instead of just saying, “What is your overall rating of the 
product?” you can be more specifi c. For example, you can say, “I want 
you to rate your experience with the product over the past X minutes 
on the scale I am showing you. Don’t rate it on the basis of how it 
might be to use in the future or how it might or might not work for 
other people. Just rate it on the basis of your actual experience today.”

7.5 ASKING OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS

Open-ended questions often are asked at the end of a post-test inter-
view. The standard closing question is, “Is there anything more you 
have to add?” or simply, “Anything else?” Our experience is that 
participants usually interpret those questions as an invitation to be 
done with the session. So save them for what you think of as the very 
end of a post-test interview.

There are other questions that provide participants with an opportu-
nity to summarize their experiences. Common ones are, “What three 
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things did you like best and least about your experience with this 
product?” and “You have been working with this product for about 
an hour. Tell me about your impressions about its ease or diffi culty 
of use.” Those types of question often elicit valuable comments that 
you can quote in a report of fi ndings or in video highlight clips. In 
addition, if you ask the same question of all the participants, you can 
make statements in your reporting such as “Five of the six participants 
listed the autofi ll feature as a valuable addition to the data entry 
screens.”

One common problem is that participants only comment on the 
functionality of the product and not its usability. For example, when 
asked for the three things they liked best, participants might say, “I 
liked that you can create reports.” That answer may be valuable, but 
it comments on the presence of a feature, not its ease of use. Video 
5 shows an example of this confusion. You might follow up with, 
“OK, but was it easy or hard to create them?” You should make it 
clear in your initial question that you are asking about usability.

Figure 7.1 is an example of a self-administered, post-test question-
naire created by a test team. Figure 7.2 is an example of a list of 
post-test interview questions asked verbally by the moderator.

7.6  ALLOWING OTHERS TO INTERACT 
WITH PARTICIPANTS

When the post-test interview is over, there is no more data to collect. 
Some moderators then ask developers or managers if they want to 
speak with participants. The invitation can occur in both local and 
remote sessions, and visitors often take that opportunity. Sometimes 
they talk to participants about something that they saw during the 
session; other times they want to show the participants new features. 
Our experience is that both visitors and participants enjoy the experi-
ence. Many developers never get to talk to end users because they’re 
not allowed to go on customer visits.

That said, it’s important that you monitor the conversation, especially 
when you’re unfamiliar with the visitors. Make sure the interaction 
stays on a professional level. You are still responsible for the ethical 
treatment of participants. In our experience, almost all of these con-
versations are friendly and informative on both sides. It’s rare, but 
sometimes visitors ask personal questions or ask participants to work 
on more tasks or make promises about the product that they have 



Self-Administered Questionnaire

How was your overall experience with the product, on a scale from 
1  (worst) to 7 (best)? 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7

Why?

Did your impressions of the product change after using it?
  Yes

If so, how and why?

How would you describe the differences and/or similarities between this 
product and other products you have used?

Please circle the two words that best describe the product:

Thorough Confusing Valuable Difficult
Amateur Unimpressive Shoddy Complete
Overwhelming Efficient Easy to use Ineffective
Helpful Professional Defi cient Time-saving
Intuitive Problematic Sloppy Expert
Fool-proof Quirky Rewarding Unreliable
Reliable Questionable Trustworthy High quality

  No

■ FIGURE 7.1 A post-test self-administered questionnaire.

Post-Session Interview Questionnaire

1. How does this web site compare to other similar ones you have seen? 

2. If you could make one signifi cant change to the website, what would it 
be and why?

3. What do you like most about this web site? 

4. What do you like least about this web site?

5. Is there anything you would add to this web site if you could? 

6. Is there anything you would remove from this web site if you could? 

7. Would you recommend this web site to a friend? 

8. Do you want to add anything else?

■ FIGURE 7.2 Post-session interview questions a moderator might ask.
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no control over. If you hear anything that bothers you, just say they 
need to stop so you can get ready for the next session or clean up the 
lab.

7.7 FINAL ACTIVITIES

There are a few more steps before you end your interaction with 
participants. Many tests provide an incentive or other compensation. 
You not only need to provide it but also must document that you 
provided it by having participants sign a receipt. The documentation 
may or may not be required by your organization, but it’s important 
to have if any participant later claims he or she didn’t receive the 
incentive. It’s rare, but it does happen.

■ FIGURE 7.3 A participant receives her incentive.

7.7.1 Providing incentives

These four rules apply to giving test participants the promised incen-
tives after local tests.

1. If the incentive is cash, provide it to participants in an envelope, 
have them count it, and then have them sign a receipt saying they 
received the cash and the amount.
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2. If the incentive is a gift certifi cate or gift card, provide it in an 
envelope and tell participants what they have to do to use or acti-
vate it. Again, have them sign a form saying they received the item 
and record the number on the card.

3. If the incentive is a check or merchandise, such as a product your 
company makes or a garment with a logo, have participants sign 
for it.

4. If the incentive will be sent to participants later, have them com-
plete a form with their contact information. Read the form to 
make sure it’s complete and that you can read it. Also give them 
a copy of the form or a different sheet indicating when they should 
expect payment and whom to contact if they don’t receive it. 
Delays in the payment process are common. It’s important for you 
or someone you designate to be responsible for making sure 
participants receive their incentives in a timely manner.

For remote tests, we typically send incentives via email. Usually we 
offer gift cards that can be redeemed online, but occasionally our 
clients prefer that we send them a check or other items.

In the United States, the Internal Revenue Service requires all orga-
nizations that provide $600 or more to individuals to report that fact 
on a 1099 form. The requirement is the same whether the incentive 
is cash, a check, a gift card, or a gift check. This requirement creates 
extra paperwork for the organization. Consequently, most organiza-
tions restrict incentives to less than $600 for any individual in one 
calendar year. If your organization conducts many studies, you may 
be required to keep records and make sure you do not go over the 
limit.

7.7.2 Ending the session

If your organization keeps a database of potential participants, this 
is a good time to ask participants if they want to be contacted for 
future activities. If so, you can provide them with a business card 
or a form to fi ll out so that they can be added to the database. You 
may also invite them to tell their friends or co-workers to do the 
same.

In a local test, ask participants if they know how to get back to their 
cars or to local transportation and if they need further directions. (See 
chapter 10 for ending sessions with participants with special needs.) 
In a remote test, walk them through the steps for ending the web 
conference and closing out any desktop sharing applications.
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Your last action is to thank them once more for spending their valu-
able time to attend the session.

Finally, take a deep breath and a minute to feel good about yourself 
for the care and professionalism you used in the session. Don’t be 
concerned that the session was not perfect. There has never been such 
a session. You did the best you could. And it’s time to get ready for 
the next session!

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

Have you ever had an issue with a participant after the session was over?

Yes, and here’s what happened.

I ran a test with a report specialist. M had been a participant in my very 

fi rst real test several months previously, and all of the report specialists in that 

group have a special place in my heart. I remembered him as a good partici-

pant—articulate and fi tting the profi le, the kind who puzzles things out and 

builds a mental model as he works with the product. I was glad to see him on 

the list.

He arrived on time and we recognized each other from the previous test. 

The session went well. He had less trouble than other participants, and the 

trouble he did have he was very articulate about. I was delighted.

M looks to be in his mid-50s, about 5 years older than I am. Neat, well 

groomed. At one point in the test I noticed that I found him attractive. Hmm, 

I thought. Isn’t that interesting? Then I didn’t think about it any more.

After the test, I escorted him to the front desk. It was after 5:00 P.M., so the 

receptionist was gone, but the security guy was at his post in the lobby.

M said that the testing location was better for him than his job. “Oh,” I said, 

“Do you live nearby?” He said he lived about 30 miles away, but he works 15 

miles farther away from our facility. Our offi  ce is in between. “Where do you 

live?” he asked me. “I live in W.” He used to live in the next town, so we talked 

about the busy main street. It was a short, pleasant conversation, not unlike 

others I’ve had with participants after a test. We shook hands and said 

goodbye.

I give my card to all my participants so they know they can call or email 

me if they don’t get the gift checks they expect in the mail. (And because I have 

a gazillion cards.)

It was a great test, and I felt great. My boss’s boss had watched the test 

(remotely), and he sent me a very nice email afterwards. The product manager 

sent me a nice email about the test, also complimentary.

Then, around 1:00 pm the next day, I saw this message in my email:
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K,

I wanted to express how much I enjoyed the 

session yesterday. I would have to say that 

your presence, professionalism, and enthusiasm 

made what could have been a boring software 

test rather enjoyable. You are very good at 

keeping the process simple and at ease. I was 

very happy to see you when you came to pick me 

up at the front desk. I also enjoyed talking 

after the session about my old 'hood.

Please feel free to contact me if you ever 

need any help in the furniture world.

Thank you,

M

When I saw the email and the subject line (“Thank you”), I was puzzled but 

I thought, How nice!

It was very nice to hear about my professionalism  .  .  .  and it was nice to 

hear that my “presence” was a nice thing. I found it kind of funny that he called 

the tasks boring because I designed the tasks as well, but he doesn’t know 

that.

As I read on, I got fl ummoxed. Oh, dear. I think he’s fl irting with me! Now 

what do I do?

He’s a nice man, and not unattractive, and very professional himself, 

so this is fl attering.

I had mentioned my husband last night, and he had said he was 

married, so why is he wanting to initiate contact? What is the thinking?

Did I give off  a vibe? Oh, dear!

I told my boss that I thought my participant was fl irting with me. He read 

the email and agreed that it was “a bit much.” I asked him to keep an eye out 

for anything untoward I might have done as he watched the recording of the 

session. I asked my co-worker, who had watched half the session, if she thought 

I had been overly friendly. She said I had been just like I am with any other 

participant.

So, I was feeling embarrassed and wondering if I had something to be 

ashamed of. I felt sad because this was a good guy and a good participant in 

a profi le that’s hard to fi ll, and now I felt like maybe I should not have him as a 

participant again. I was upset because I meant to be a personable person, and 

somehow he had responded a little too strongly.

It occurred to me that my job in that room is paying attention to the par-

ticipant. Being paid attention to for two hours is a very unusual occurrence for 

some people. Even if you go to therapy, you only get an hour! Bring a lonely guy 
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into a room in the evening with a woman who pays attention to him, and 

perhaps there’s a risk of misinterpretation.

Now, how could I respond in a human, professional way? Here’s what I 

came up with and sent:

M,

Thank you for the kind words. I’m glad that 

you enjoyed participating in the test. You did 

a great job, and we did have a nice chat 

afterwards. It was a very good session.

Thank you again for your participation and 

for the compliments. I hope all goes well for 

you and your family up there in New Hampshire.

K

I never heard from him again.
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We are excited about the development of remote usability testing. 
We think that moving out of the laboratory environment is a positive 
step. Being able to include users from around the world expands the 
scope of testing to populations that were previously diffi cult or 
impossible to reach. Due to rapid advances in technology, remote 
testing has become popular very quickly. Many professionals like 
to moderate remote sessions because the sessions seem less stressful 
on both sides, once the technology is fi gured out. Perhaps the 
fact that neither moderators nor participants can see each other 
allows for a more relaxed posture and, generally, a more relaxed 
communication.

8.1 WHAT IS REMOTE TESTING?

As the name suggests, remote usability testing refers to testing 
sessions in which you and participant are not physically in the same 
place but are communicating via electronic technology.

8.1.1 Synchronous and asynchronous testing

There are two common types of remote testing: synchronous and asyn-
chronous. In synchronous remote testing, the interactions between 
you and the participant are one-on-one and occur in real time. You 
and the participant communicate through shared technology.

In asynchronous remote testing, there is no moderator and partici-
pants work at their own pace. Participants’ activities and feedback are 
recorded via special tools. Some asynchronous sessions involve 
survey questions triggered by user actions.
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Because there is no interaction between you and the participant 
during asynchronous testing, we do not focus on it in this book. 
When we use the term “remote testing” in this chapter, we are refer-
ring to one-on-one sessions (synchronous testing). For more infor-
mation about asynchronous testing, visit the web site http://www.
mangold-international.com.

Although there are many variations on the setup of the remote testing 
environment, in this chapter we focus on what is in 2007 the most 
common setup. Moderators, participants, and visitors all have phones 
with either speakers or headsets. A phone collaboration product 
(e.g., a dial-in conference call number and password) is available 
through which all parties share voice communication. All parties use 
an application or web site through which they share their computer 
desktop and through which visitors can watch the screen activity. 
Control of the cursor can be passed back and forth between the 
moderator and the participant.

8.1.2 The technology

From the technical standpoint, the growing popularity of remote 
testing is a result of faster processors, increased disk storage, and the 
pervasiveness of the Internet. These technologies have made it possi-
ble to run the following key processes concurrently while maintain-
ing acceptable performance:

■ the product being tested (such as a web site or a software 
application)

■ a sharing application (allowing parties to share control of the 
cursor)

■ a recording application for storing the screen activity and voice 
communications

The ubiquity of broadband communications has given many people 
high-speed access to the Internet. Phone conferencing systems with 
access via a toll-free number allow multiple parties (test participants, 
moderators, note-takers, and clients) to participate in test sessions. 
(Note that not all U.S. vendors of phone conferencing provide access 
to users outside of North America.)

There are also collaboration and recording applications being devel-
oped specifi cally for remote usability testing, such as TechSmith’s 
UserVue product (see www.techsmith.com) and Bolt, Peters, Inc.’s 
Ethnio (see www.ethnio.com). For a review of vendor and technology 
options, see the survey by Hawley and Dumas (2006).



8.1.3 Advantages and disadvantages

Compared with local testing, remote testing offers some advantages 
and disadvantages.

Advantages

■ Expansion in the size of the sampling population. You are no 
longer restricted to the local area around your facility or to sites 
you can easily travel to. Anyone who has a phone, computer, and 
high-speed connection can participate in the study.

■ You don’t need a laboratory facility.
■ It’s generally easier to recruit participants because they don’t have 

to travel to your location and you don’t have to travel to theirs.
■ You don’t have to deal with late participants or late session starts 

caused by poor directions, parking problems, or traffi c. You also 
save time by avoiding offering refreshments, escorting them to the 
test area, and so on. Some of these factors are very signifi cant in 
big, busy cities.

■ Because it takes so little effort to participate, participants often 
agree to participate at reduced or even no compensation.

■ Participants can seem more comfortable during the session because 
they’re in a familiar environment, usually at home or at their 
workplace.

■ Participants have access to other computer applications or materi-
als they routinely use, and the desktop and other personal settings 
are familiar.

■ It is easier to involve participants who use assistive technology like 
a screen reader. In fact, it may be highly preferable to conduct such 
sessions remotely because the settings of these devices are often 
personalized.

■ Finally, you sometimes gain some insight into participants’ working 
environments that you would not get in the lab—noise, distrac-
tions, and so on. For example, you can get information about their 
systems, monitor sizes, computing power, and so on.

An added bonus is that the research to date suggests that remote ses-
sions allow teams to fi nd the same number of usability issues as 
face-to-face testing.

Disadvantages

■ It is sometimes diffi cult to know what the participants are seeing 
on their screens (the participants can usually see the moderator’s 
screen, but not vice versa.)

■ The logistics of obtaining informed consent are more diffi cult.
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■ A small number of participants may have diffi culty downloading 
or installing the desktop sharing software.

■ Complex task instructions need to be available for viewing 
throughout the task (typically done using task cards in local tests). 
However, if you give the participants the task scenarios ahead of 
time by email or fax, they could look at them before you want 
them to.

■ Because you can’t control the participants’ environments, partici-
pants can be interrupted or distracted during the session. We have 
had participants’ children interrupt them, for example.

■ Usually, you can’t see the participants and their images are not 
recorded (unless they have a web camera on their end.) However, 
it’s not clear yet how much of a disadvantage this is.

In our opinion, the disadvantages of remote testing are relatively 
minor given the benefi ts. We will explore each of the advantages and 
disadvantages in greater detail in this chapter.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Does it matter if you cannot see participants’ faces?

We are aware of only one study that is relevant to this issue. It was 

reported by Lesaigle and Biers in 2000. The study involved conducting a 

usability test and recording usability issues under three conditions:

■ The evaluators could see only the screen activity of the participants.

■ The evaluators could see the screen activity and hear what participants 

said (similar to most remote testing setups).

■ The evaluators could see the screen activity, hear what participants said, 

and see the faces of participants (similar to lab-based testing).

The evaluators were then asked to create a list of usability issues from 

the recordings and to rate the severity of the issues they found.

The results showed no diff erences in the number of usability problems 

found in the three conditions. However, the evaluators who could see the 

faces of participants rated the same problems as more severe relative to 

those of evaluators in the other two conditions. There was no 

independent judgment of severity. Consequently, we do not know if 

seeing the faces made the higher severity ratings more accurate or less 

accurate. In addition, there was a low level of agreement among the 

usability professionals about which problems were the most severe.
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8.2 PREPARING FOR THE SESSION

In this section we discuss how to prepare and start a remote test 
session.

8.2.1 Recruiting

In a local session, almost all of the interaction takes place within one 
or two hours. Recruiting is often handled by a third-party recruiter 
and occurs before participants meet the moderator. Everything else 
is handled by the moderator—the moderator greets the participants, 
instructs them, monitors their task performance, and debriefs them—
all within the allotted time.

In a remote test, on the other hand, there are several interactions 
between moderators and participants spread out over time. Modera-
tors are more likely to recruit candidates themselves using email or 
the Internet, so their fi rst contact is often electronic. Potential partici-
pants may come from a list of email addresses of customers or user 
group members, responses to an online survey, or people who 
monitor online classifi ed advertising or message boards.

The general rules for recruiting (discussed in section 5.1) apply to 
remote testing. In addition to administering a set of screening ques-
tions to determine if participants qualify, there are some other logisti-
cal issues to address. By dealing with these issues right away, 
moderators can avoid wasting time setting up a session that can’t be 
run. These issues include

■ obtaining informed consent and agreement about confi dentiality.
■ determining what computing and communications equipment 

candidates have.
■ establishing whether candidates are willing and able to download 

software to run the collaboration application.

The bottom line is that usability specialists saw something in 

participants’ faces that was diff erent from what they heard participants say 

and do on the screen. We don’t know if what they saw allowed them to 

make better or worse judgments about the severity of problems. It does 

not tell us whether seeing faces in a remote test is a hindrance or a help.

Lesaigle, E. M., & Biers, D. W. (2000). Eff ect of type of information on real-time usability 

evaluation: Implications for remote usability testing. Proceedings of the IEA 2000/HFES 

2000 Congress, 6, 585–588.
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8.2.2  Obtaining informed consent 
and confi dentiality

As in any test situation, you need to obtain informed consent. That 
means preparing a consent form, sending it to participants, going 
over the points in the form, and having participants sign it. In remote 
testing, the challenge is getting the form to the participants ahead of 
time and getting the signed form back before the beginning of the 
test session. There are two common ways to deal with this. First is to 
use a paper form. You can fax or email the form to participants and 
have them fax the signed copy back to you. Figure 8.1 shows a sample 
consent form that can be used this way.

Second, you can create a consent form with an electronic signature, 
which you email participants to have them “sign” and send back. 
Figure 8.2 shows a sample electronic form. Using this form of signa-
ture is easier logistically than faxing, but you can use a form like this 
only if your organization will accept it as legally binding.

In addition to the consent form, your organization may require a 
nondisclosure or confi dentiality form, which can be handled in the 
same way as the consent form.

It’s best to get the signing of these forms done at least a day before 
the session. Otherwise, you may delay the test session while you wait 
for the signed form to arrive on your fax machine, or you may have 
to reschedule the session if, for example, participants don’t have the 
authority to sign the confi dentiality form.

Remember that you still have the responsibility to go over the 
informed consent with the participants even if they have signed it 
ahead of time.

8.2.3  Determining the equipment 
candidates have

Unlike lab-based testing, you can’t rely on participants’ having access 
to specifi c computing and communications equipment. As a result, 
one of the challenges of remote testing is establishing their technol-
ogy setup. The specifi c equipment requirements, of course, depend 
on the test. Typically, the requirements when you’re testing applica-
tions (as opposed to web sites) have to do with the six items that 
follow Figures 8.1 and 8.2.
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Understanding Your Participation 

Purpose _______ is asking you to participate in a study of the _______ web site and its ease of use. By 
participating in this study, you will help us improve the design of the web site, making it easier 
to use.

Procedure In this study, we will ask you to perform a series of tasks using the _______ web site. You will 
do this in your [office/home]. In order to make it possible to share your desktop, we will ask you
to log in to a web site and download some sharing software. The moderator will be able to see 
your desktop but will not be able to see or change anything else on your computer. Afterward, 
we will ask you your impressions of the web site. The session will last about 60 minutes. We   
will use the information you give us, along with information from other people, to make  
recommendations for improving the web site.

Recording We will record where you go on the web site (video) and the comments you make (audio). The 
recordings will be seen by only the _______ team that is analyzing the data and members of  
the _______ web site development team. After we complete the data analysis, we will send the 
audio/visual recordings to the client’s design team, which will use them to improve the usability
of the web site and not for any other purposes.

Confi dentiality Your name will not be identifi ed with the data or recordings in any way. Also, only _______ 
employees who are working on the project will have access to the data we collect.

Risks There are no foreseeable risks associated with this study.

Breaks If you need a break at any time, just let us know.

Withdrawal Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time without penalty.

Questions If you have questions, you may ask now or at any time during the study. If you have questions 
after the study, you may call us at _______ or email us at _______.

By signing this form: You are indicating that you agree to the terms stated here and that you give us
permission to use your voice, verbal statements, and videotaped image for the purpose of evaluating  
and improving the company’s web site. 

 Signature: _________________________________________

 Printed name:  ______________________________________

 

Date: _______________________

in This Study

■ FIGURE 8.1 Sample remote testing Informed Consent form in word processor format.
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Electronic Consent Agreement

Thank you for agreeing to participate in _________’s efforts to make our products easier to learn and use. This 
Consent Agreement describes the types of activities you may be participating in, the types of information we will be 
collecting during these activities, and how we will use this information.

Purpose: __________ is interested in learning more about the usability of its current products, and how to make its 
new products easier to learn and use.

Participation Methods: Your participation may include:
 • Discussing your experience with the company’s current products in an interview format
 • Testing the usability of available products by performing tasks with them

Information Collected: Two types of information will be collected.
 •  During discussions and interviews, we will record the information that you share, including a voice recording. We 

may ask you to fi ll out a brief questionnaire regarding your use of products, and/or other software 
better understand the context in which __________’s products are or may be used, as well as your comfort level  

__________

products, to and familiarity with them and/or the products of others. Your name will not be included on the audio 
tape, the questionnaire, or any notes we take during discussions and interviews.

 •  If you participate in usability tests of current products or new prototypes, __________ will observe your screen 
activity as you perform tasks and record information about how you use the product and what you say about 
it as you are using it. __________ may also ask you to rate various aspects of a product’s usability using a 
numerical or other scale. In addition, the company may electronically record your verbal statements and 
interactions with the product, including the mouse and keyboard. We will inform you before recording begins. 
Your name and other identifying information will not be included with these ratings, either on the notes we take 
during the test or with your verbal statements.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can withdraw from it at any time without penalty. If you 
have questions, you may ask them before or during the study. If you have questions after we’re done, you can call 
us at ______ or email us at ___________.

Please sign below to indicate your understanding and acceptance of this Consent Agreement.
 Thank you again for your participation.

Electronic Signature (Filling in box serves as your electronic signature.)

First and Last Name
 

Company/University Email address 

 
(Used for internal purposes only)

Checking the “I agree” box and clicking on the Submit button, serves as your formal agreement to all of the terms 
listed above.

 I Agree  Date: ______________ (MM/DD/YYYY)
Submit Reset

■ FIGURE 8.2 Sample electronic consent form.
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■ Type and speed of the computer
■ Availability of a phone with a speaker or a headset
■ Availability of a high-speed Internet connection
■ Type and version number of participants’ Web browsers
■ The fi rewall participants are using, if any
■ A microphone that provides sound of an acceptable quality

Identifying participants’ environment is not always easy. Many 
people don’t know the specifi cations of the computers they use or 
the version number of their Web browsers. It may be necessary to 
talk with them and instruct them step-by-step on how to determine 
these.

If a project has special requirements, such as having a Windows 
operating system or a Firefox browser or avoiding systems with spe-
cifi c fi rewalls, allow yourself more time to set things up.

We suggest you determine your participants’ setup as part of the 
screening process or while setting up the video collaboration soft-
ware. It’s best to get this done ahead of time to avoid taking up valu-
able time during the session.

You have a few options for ensuring that the audio connection is 
acceptable. Ideally, the phone-conferencing system’s audio connec-
tion is integrated with the web-conferencing application. The benefi t 
is that it allows easy management of all details of the communication 
and it offers the possibility for the audio and the screen portion of 
the session to be recorded together by the web-conferencing system. 
This ensures high-quality audio on the recording.

Web-conferencing products that do not have an integrated audio are 
still viable but require the moderator to manage the two systems 
separately and to record the audio via other means, for example, by 
placing a microphone beside the moderator’s speaker phone. This 
setup will work, but the quality of the audio suffers. It works well 
enough for data analysis purposes but may not be good enough for 
video highlight clips.

8.2.4  Establishing willingness and 
downloading software

At the time of this writing, all of the publicly available video colla-
boration applications require some kind of download. The require-
ment to download software may disappear with time, especially for 
products that are developed just for usability testing. Some current 
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products remove the downloaded application automatically when 
the session is over. A few products require only Flash (a browser 
plug-in that is often already installed on computers), but most appli-
cations require some additional software to be downloaded. The two 
non-Flash environments are a Java Runtime environment and an 
ActiveX environment. The Java environment usually requires a Java 
applet. This download can be done by participants following instruc-
tions in a dialog. The ActiveX environment, on the other hand, may 
require someone with administrator privileges to download an appli-
cation. Some collaboration applications allow either a Java or an 
ActiveX environment, though they are often are more expensive. (See 
Hawley & Dumas, 2006, for an explanation of these alternatives.) We 
have had downloading problems in only a handful of the sessions 
we have run.

When participants are using their computers at work, there may be 
fi rewall issues, such as a block on downloading all or certain types 
of applications. For example, some government offi ces and health 
care organizations allow no downloads. Unfortunately, you never 
know when these situations are going to arise, so participants have 
to try to join a collaboration meeting before you can tell whether it 
will work. Be aware that it is not enough to have participants simply 
go to the collaboration meeting web site; the downloads are required 
for joining a meeting, not just getting to the site.

Fortunately, if you work through the process with participants, you 
will be successful most of the time. We have also found that when a 
download doesn’t work, it is not worth having the candidate contact 
his or her IT department. Usually that just wastes everyone’s time 
because the issue is policy-related rather than technical. It’s best to 
fi nd another participant.

8.3 INTERACTING DURING THE SESSION

In this section, we cover

■ establishing what participants are seeing
■ providing instructions on thinking aloud
■ dealing with task scenarios
■ avoiding dependencies between tasks
■ managing visitors
■ dealing with distractions at the participant’s end



WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Are remote and face-to-face tests comparable?

A study by Brush, Ames, and Davis (2004) compared the results of a 

remote and a local test. There were 20 participants—12 were remote and 

8 were local. The participants were all urban planners. The product they 

tested was an urban planning simulation tool. In the remote sessions, the 

moderator could see the screen activity and hear participants but not see 

them. In the local sessions, the moderator sat beside the participants in 

the test room. The same moderator ran all 20 sessions.

An interesting aspect of the study was that after the sessions, 4 

participants in each group were asked to participate in a second study 

using the opposite condition—that is, 4 participants were in a remote 

session fi rst and then in a second local session, while 4 participants were 

in the local session fi rst, then in a remote session. This arrangement 

allowed the participants to directly compare the two experiences.

The analysis of the data from the fi rst 20 sessions showed that there 

were no diff erences between the remote and local groups in the number 

of problems uncovered or in the types of problems uncovered. This 

fi nding is important because it indicates that remote tests have just as 

much diagnostic power as local tests, even though the moderator cannot 

see the participants. There were also no diff erences in the severity of the 

problems identifi ed.

Of the 8 participants who were in both conditions, 7 felt that it was 

more convenient to be in the remote session. Four participants preferred 

being in the remote session while the other 4 said that they had no 

preference. Three participants felt that it was easier to concentrate on the 

tasks in the local setting, while only 1 participant felt that it was easier to 

concentrate in the remote setting.

From the moderator’s perspective, the investigators reported the 

following results:

■ It took more eff ort to prepare for and set up the remote sessions.

■ Recruiting remote participants was easier.

■ It was more diffi  cult to deal with software crashes and network failures 

in remote sessions, although this is less of a problem than in the past.

■ Remote participants were interrupted a total of nine times. These 

interruptions had no impact on this test, but it could have if task time 

had been measured.

■ There was no diff erence in the average time to run the two types of 

sessions.

On the whole, remote and local tests yield remarkably similar results.

Brush, A., Ames, M., & Davis, J. (2004). A comparison of synchronous remote and local 

usability studies for an expert interface. CHI 2004, 1179–1182.
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8.3.1  Establishing what participants see 
on their screen

This is a surprisingly diffi cult problem to deal with. You cannot 
assume that when you share your desktop or an application with 
participants that they are seeing what you want them to see. Some-
times the difference is a minor one, such as the bottom or top of the 
screen being cut off. Other times it’s much more signifi cant, such as 
different screen resolutions or the participant’s window is not maxi-
mized. Asking the simple question “Tell me what you’re seeing on 
your screen” does not solve this problem. Here are some simple ques-
tions you can ask to get a better idea about what they’re seeing:

■ What are you seeing at the top (and bottom) of your screen? If they 
say that they see a menu, you might ask them to read it to you.

■ Are you seeing a scroll bar on the right-hand side (or the bottom) 
of the screen? Sometimes they should be seeing one, but at other 
times the bar may indicate that they are only seeing part of the 
screen you’re seeing.

■ What does the maximize button on the top of your screen look 
like? If it shows two boxes, the window is maximized.

You also can display a screen shot on a slide that shows them what 
they should be seeing. Video 5 on this book’s web site illustrates this 
issue.

8.3.2 Providing instructions on thinking aloud

As discussed in chapter 5, moderators have different ways of provid-
ing instructions on thinking aloud. Some moderators model the 
think-aloud process for participants by manipulating some object 
while speaking, for example, replacing the staples in a stapler. Some 
moderators have participants practice by manipulating some object 
while thinking aloud. This type of training with physical objects 
obviously won’t work in a remote session.

One solution to this problem is to have the moderator display an 
unrelated web site or application on the screen and share it with 
participants. The moderator then performs a task while thinking out 
loud as participants watch and listen. They can then do a different 
task with the same site. We have noticed a tendency for participants 
to mimic the moderator’s comments, however, so be sure you model 
different types of comments (e.g., something positive, something 
negative, something unexpected, something related to workfl ow).



There is no evidence that a demonstration of thinking aloud increases 
the likelihood that participants will talk more. In addition, we don’t 
know if participants in a remote session talk more or less than par-
ticipants in a local session. Our impression is that most moderators 
do not model or have participants practice thinking aloud. Until we 
see some research on this topic, we have no basis for knowing which 
practice is best.

8.3.3  Making the task scenarios available 
to participants

In a face-to-face test, the task scenarios typically are printed on sheets 
of paper or on task cards. Participants read the scenarios and proceed 
to attempt the tasks. The advantages of this procedure are that par-
ticipants can only see one scenario at a time and they have it in front 
of them throughout the task. If there’s any question about what the 
task is, they have the card to refer to.

In a remote test, if the scenarios are short and easy to remember, they 
can be typed into a word processing or presentation fi le. Then each 
scenario is shown to participants, and then the window is minimized 
while the participant is working on the task. Alternatively, the mod-
erator can give the tasks verbally. We have found that trying to use 
instant messaging or an electronic whiteboard usually takes up too 
much screen real estate.

If the scenarios are long, have multiple steps, or are complex, it may 
not be possible for participants to remember them for the duration 
of the task. In those situations, it’s too cumbersome or intrusive to 
keep displaying the scenarios repeatedly to participants by minimiz-
ing and maximizing the window. A common solution to this problem 
is to email or fax the scenarios to participants before the session 
starts. However, this causes you to lose control of how and when 
participants see the scenarios, which could have an impact on their 
performance of the tasks and thus affect the test results. You can ask 
them not to look at the scenarios before the session and not to look 
ahead at future scenarios during the session, but you can’t be sure 
they will comply. In our experience, asking them not to look ahead 
usually works well, but there’s no guarantee that they have not pre-
viewed what you sent them.

Additionally, there are some tests during which a task is inserted in 
the midst of a scenario. In those cases, you may want to present the 
inserted task verbally or on a slide at the appropriate time. You can 
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make this seem less like a trick and more like a spontaneous event 
by framing it as unplanned. For example, you might say, “What 
would happen if you tried to  .  .  .”

8.3.4 Avoiding dependencies between tasks

In some tests, the ability to complete a task depends on having suc-
cessfully completed an earlier task. For example, completing a calcu-
lation in a table or spreadsheet may depend on the correct data 
having been placed there in an earlier task. It’s a good practice to 
avoid these dependencies but sometimes there is no choice.

In a local test, there are three ways for a moderator to deal with 
dependencies if participants can’t complete the earlier task: (1) com-
plete the earlier task for them, perhaps asking them to look away; (2) 
have a second instance of the fi le or application prepared that’s in 
the appropriate state, and then open it for the later task; or (3) assist 
them until they get it right. (See chapter 6 for further discussion of 
these options.) The fi rst two strategies are cumbersome to implement 
in a remote test because you have to take back control of the cursor. 
To complete the earlier task without participants seeing it, you may 
have to turn off screen-sharing, complete the task, then turn it on 
again. To open a fi le with the prepared solution in it, you have to go 
to where the fi le is located to open it. In both of these cases, your 
actions may call attention to the fact that the participant could not 
complete the earlier task.

8.3.5 Managing visitors during the session

People whom you or some other team member invite to observe the 
session may be in the room with you or may join the session remotely 
through the collaboration tool. When the visitors are in the room 
with you, you can control what they say and do just as if they were 
in the control room at a local test.

When the visitors join through a collaboration tool, however, there 
are a few issues to deal with.

Eliminating background noise on the visitors’ phone. Sometimes it’s 
noise from traffi c outside; other times someone comes in the 
visitor’s offi ce and starts a conversation. Some phone collabora-
tion products allow the session leader to mute visitors’ phones; 
others do not. If you can’t control the muting, it’s important for 
you to tell the visitors to do it themselves.



Preventing visitors from interrupting the session. Muting visitors’ phones 
also prevents them from talking during the session when you 
don’t want them to. But this may not prevent them from un-
muting themselves. In our experience, the majority of visitors 
will keep silent. But occasionally someone does interrupt. You 
need to be explicit to visitors about what they can and can’t do 
during the session. It’s a good idea to give them instructions in 
an email prior to the session.

Allowing the participant to see the list of attendees. Sometimes it doesn’t 
matter if participants see the list of attendees to the conference. 
But in some situations, you may not want participants to know 
how many people are observing or who they are. In that case, 
you should hide the list of attendees. Most collaboration tools 
display a list of the attendees, often on the right-hand side of the 
session leader’s screen. Some tools also show this list to all 
parties. There’s usually an option to turn this display off for 
everyone but the session leader. Also, keep in mind that if you 
share your entire desktop with participants, they will be able to 
see the list on your screen unless you hide it or turn it off.

8.3.6  Dealing with distractions at the 
participants’ end

One of the downsides of having participants work in their own envi-
ronments is that you have less control over distractions and interrup-
tions. For example, a common interruption at the participant’s end 
is a phone call. As with phone calls in a local test, try not to allow 
them unless there is an emergency. Ask participants to turn off their 
cell phones and beepers at the start of the session. However, this is 
not always effective. Sometimes you have no choice, such as when 
the participant puts you on hold without asking. Our view is that 
occasional phone interruptions don’t usually affect the validity of the 
diagnostic remote sessions.

Colleagues or family members also may walk into participants’ offi ces 
or cubicles or home work areas. Although we always tell participants 
ahead of time that they will need an uninterrupted hour for the 
session, this doesn’t always work. Some interruptions are minor; 
others are not.

We were once in this situation while testing customers of a product. 
The participants’ managers knew about the test and were curious 
about the new product. Consequently, one or two stayed with 
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participants during the remote usability sessions. Several times, they 
interrupted the test sessions because they wanted to see what all the 
interest was about. They wanted to stay a while and “just watch.” 
Unfortunately, this situation could have put the participants on edge, 
so after a few sessions, we politely asked the managers to leave.

In our experience, it’s a rare manager who can really “just watch.” 
Overall, having a manager present during the testing session in a 
remote as well as traditional lab environment may put participants 
in an awkward position, which would impact the outcome of the 
testing and bias the data.

So, sometimes you need to try to get the visitor to leave. You can be 
straightforward and say that you want to get participants’ reactions 
to the product as they work alone, without interruption or help. This 
approach should work most of the time. If the visitor persists, another 
strategy is to offer to include the visitor as a test participant in a sepa-
rate session. In fact, in our experience, some visitors, particularly 
managers, want to be in the test themselves and ask to be included. 
Although you may decide not to include their data (if they don’t 
match the user profi le, for example), running a session with the 
manager is often a good public relations move and worth the time 
it takes.

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

Remote testing comes with some unique challenges because you can’t see 

your participants. They are in their workplaces rather than yours and as a 

result you have less control. How do you handle this?

On one particular occasion, I had one of our key customers scheduled for a 

session. When “Todd” joined the call, to my surprise, he was not alone. Someone 

else was on the line with him. “I thought Sue would be really interested in joining 

us, so I invited her along. I hope that is OK,” he said. Ack! My mind raced. Who is 

Sue? Why did he think he could invite her? What should I do here? I determined 

that the best thing to do fi rst would be to determine Sue’s job role. A quick assess-

ment of her job function and seniority might help me determine what to do 

next. It turned out that Sue was a co-worker of Todd’s and that she too was a 

fi nancial analyst. We still had some openings that week, so I explained to Sue 

that I was very pleased that she wanted to take part but that the sessions were 

designed to be one-on-one so that I could understand each individual’s experi-

ences in depth. I asked if she would be willing to take one of the open slots later 

in the week so I could learn about her specifi c experiences with the prototype. 



Luckily, Sue was more than happy to take part in a session later that day, so it 

was a happy ending.

This situation is not uncommon when conducting remote testing. In other 

situations, I have been surprised to fi nd an executive or other key stakeholder on 

the call. This is a very sensitive situation, and you need to remember the priori-

ties: (1) the customer/participant, (2) your company, (3) the data.

If you can’t remove the surprise visitor from the session without causing 

harm, then you should continue the session with both participants. In this situ-

ation, I have asked one of the participants to take the lead in completing the 

tasks, and then asked for comments from the other person at the end of each 

task. In the case of an early formative test, you can still get some good data. In 

the case of a summative test, you will likely need to sacrifi ce the data for the 

sake of the customer and your company.

8.3.7  Making a connection despite the 
physical distance

You will recall from the discussion in chapter 3 how much connect-
ing with participants depends on nonverbal cues, such as eye contact 
and body language. In a remote test, you have only your voice and 
what you say to make and keep a connection. Be sure to use varied 
intonation rather than a fl at, dull tone of voice.

Also, pay very close attention to what the participant is saying and 
doing. Our recommendations:

■ Listen for changes in tone of voice, hesitations, and sighs, which 
may signal frustration.

■ Keep in mind that silence can indicate many things in a remote 
session. For example, the participant may be squinting at the 
screen or have a puzzled look. After a silent period, ask what is 
happening.

■ Make a special point in between tasks of providing positive com-
ments, such as “This is really helpful.”

We heard of one company that avoids this issue altogether by sending 
participants a web camera ahead of time so that they can see partici-
pants’ faces as they work. Afterward, participants keep the webcam 
as their incentive.
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Moderator–participant arrangements

Chapter 9

123

If you visit a sample of usability labs, you will see at least one striking 
difference among them. Some organizations normally have modera-
tors sit in the test room with participants, and others have moderators 
sit in a separate room and talk with participants over an intercom. 
These two arrangements (in versus out of the room) refl ect differ-
ences in philosophy that started more than twenty years ago. Today, 
there are many more possible arrangements in a lab setting and when 
you are not using a lab.

This chapter explores a number of arrangements and discusses their 
advantages and disadvantages. Our goal is to present the options 
fairly so you can make your own decision because we’ve found that 
this issue can be very controversial, perhaps the most controversial 
issue in this book.

There are strong opinions about the effects of moderator–participant 
arrangements on the validity of testing. Experienced moderators dis-
agree about the value of physical closeness (and distance) from par-
ticipants and how it does or doesn’t affect the amount and the quality 
of data collected in a test session. In addition, some believe that being 
physically separated in adjacent rooms and communicating over an 
intercom affects the power relationship between the moderator and 
participant, that it overemphasizes the Leader role over the Gracious 
Host role. We fi nd it remarkable that moderator–participant arrange-
ments have created strong opinions but there has been no research 
on their impact on the testing process.

This chapter covers

■ a brief history of arrangements.
■ various types of arrangements.
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■ advantages and disadvantages of the arrangements.
■ situations that dictate which arrangement to use.
■ considerations for the practitioner.

9.1 A BIT OF HISTORY

Most of the books that describe testing from a didactic perspective 
don’t help practitioners understand whether they should sit with the 
test participant or in a separate room. Dumas and Redish (1999) 
assume that the moderator and participant are normally separated: 
“In most tests in which there are separate observation and test rooms, 
the participant works alone in the test room” (p. 295). Because one 
of the authors of that book (JD) is also an author of this one, he can 
tell you that in 1991—at the time the fi rst edition was being written—
all of the testing he had done was diagnostic and as a moderator he 
was always separated from the participant. He assumed that this 
method was the one that everyone used. But he was wrong.

In its early days, usability testing was considered a type of research 
experiment. The fi rst description of testing, Roberts and Moran 
(1982), described it as similar to a research study. With that view-
point, the emphasis was on data integrity. The moderator’s role was 
to act like an experimenter maintaining an emotional and, whenever 
possible, a physical distance from participants so as not to infl uence 
them. As late as 1993, the term “experimenter” was used to describe 
the moderator in a usability test (Nielsen, 1993). Rubin (1994) did 
describe physical separation as creating an impersonal environment. 
“This is sometimes referred to as the ‘guinea pig’ syndrome, with the 
participant feeling overly self-conscious during the test. The effect can 
be exacerbated by the type of intercom system used, some of which 
make the test monitor’s instructions sound like the ‘voice of God’ ” 
(p. 57). He seemed to favor being physically beside the participant 
without saying so explicitly.

Snyder (2003), however, is very clear about her view that the modera-
tor needs to be in the room with the participant when a paper pro-
totype is being tested but does not generalize that requirement to 
other types of products.

There is one study that is remotely related to this issue. Barker and 
Biers (1994) conducted an experiment in which they varied whether 
there was a one-way mirror or cameras in the test room. They found 
that the presence of the equipment did not affect the participants’ 
performance or ratings of usability of the product. This fi nding 



showed that the testing environment did not affect the diagnostic 
value of testing but it did not test directly whether participants are 
intimidated by that environment.

9.2 PHYSICAL ARRANGEMENT

Since the mid-1990s, there has been a blurring of the boundaries 
among usability evaluation methods. Testers have explored many 
options to fi nd the right mix of procedures that will maximize the 
quality of data as well as the participants’ experience.

9.2.1 The moderator in the test room

First, there are several arrangements where the moderator and the 
participant are in the same room. Most typically, the moderator sits 
next to and slightly behind the participant. Often the seating is 
slightly angled to create a natural posture for conversation. When test  -
ing software, web sites, or electronic prototypes of physical devices, 
the moderator needs to be able to see the computer display on which 
the participant is working.

Sometimes, after starting participants on a complex or lengthy task, 
the moderator moves away from the table and sits on the other side 

■ FIGURE 9.1 The moderator sits to the side and slightly behind the participant.
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of the room until the participants say they have completed the task. 
In this case, there is a note-taker in another room.

Finally, the moderator can sit across a table from the participant and 
watch what the participant is doing on a second monitor. This varia-
tion is useful for situations where the subject of the test is sensitive 
and the moderator does not want to appear to be looking over the 
participant’s shoulder.

9.2.2 The moderator not in the test room

Sometimes the moderator starts the task and then fi nds an excuse to 
leave the room, allowing participants to work on their own. The 
note-taker follows the task and is able to confer on whether the par-
ticipant’s behavior seemed to change when the moderator left. This 
may be useful for participants who seem particularly shy or have 
started to develop a dependency on the moderator for cues.

And, of course, there is the arrangement when the moderator leaves 
the room after the initial briefi ng and stays in a separate room until 
the tasks are complete, returning to the test room for the fi nal activi-
ties (questionnaire, interview, etc.).

9.3 BELIEFS ABOUT ARRANGEMENTS

The question of whether the moderator should be in the same phy-
sical space as the participant is based on different views about 
(1) maintaining the integrity of the data, (2) the importance of the 
power relationship with the participant, and (3) making the partici-
pant feel comfortable while allowing closer observation of what he 
or she is doing.

9.3.1 Physical separation

Moderators who choose to be physically separated, when it’s appro-
priate, believe that the separation makes it less likely that their inter-
actions with the participant will affect the quality of the data. They 
believe that participants are less likely to ask for help or change 
the way they interact with the product if they are not in the room. 
In addition, moderators, especially beginners, are less likely to be 
drawn into conversations with the participant, to give hints or cues, 
or to send signals of approval or disapproval through their body 
language.



People who hold this view agree that some participants are uncom-
fortable when they are alone, but that most of them quickly get over 
that feeling and, after a few minutes, it doesn’t matter to them whether 
they’re alone in the room. Consequently, those moderators believe 
that the data is less likely to be biased when they’re separated from 
participants and that the increased discomfort that some participants 
might initially feel does not justify the risk of infl uencing the data by 
remaining in the room during the test.

Those moderators also believe that there are additional advantages 
to being in a separate room. For example, they can interact with 
developers and visitors to explain what they’re seeing. They can ask 
developers important questions that clarify what participants are 
doing and whether the product is working properly. The separation 
also makes it easier for them to take measurements such as task times 
and to log events, eliminating the need for a second person to con-
duct those activities.

Finally, some of these moderators report that being in a separate 
room is less stressful for them. They don’t have to worry about their 
body language or being drawn into a discussion with the participant. 
These moderators interact over the communication system, but they 
don’t feel that they are “on stage” all the time.

9.3.2 Physical proximity

Moderators who choose to be in the room with participants believe 
that participants’ discomfort with being left alone in the test room 
can be substantial and can affect their performance. The idea is that 
when sitting alone in a room (especially when asked to think aloud), 
participants are more likely to feel nervous and self-conscious and, 
as a result, persist in unproductive paths when working with the 
product. In essence, these moderators believe that physical separa -
tion leads to emotional separation. The feeling of isolation can be 
worsened by poor microphone techniques on the part of the 
moderator.

Some of those moderators feel that subjecting participants to discom-
fort borders on unethical because it’s unnecessary. By sitting with the 
participants, moderators can provide emotional support that makes 
them more comfortable in the testing environment.

Those people believe that experienced moderators can avoid being 
drawn into unnecessary interactions, giving cues to participants, and 
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being biased. Furthermore, they point out that the presence of visitors 
in an observation room can be distracting to moderators, drawing 
them into conversations that take them away from being effective at 
moderating.

Another advantage to being beside participants is that it is easier to 
see what they are doing.

A fi nal point is that moderators who believe in physical closeness 
talk about the contrast between equality and power. They believe that 
the best arrangement for participants and for the quality of the data 
is one that fosters equality of roles between moderators and partici-
pants. At least in North American culture, the assumption is that 
power equality leads to less stress on participants and allows them 
to act more “naturally.”

9.4 CHOICE OF ARRANGEMENT

Up to this point we’ve been talking about a moderator’s or testing 
group’s default method for interacting in cases where there’s an 
option for being in the room or separated from participants. But 
some testing situations dictate which arrangement is best. There are 
three factors that determine whether the moderator should be beside 
or separated from participants:

■ objective of the test
■ interactivity of the product
■ characteristics of the participants

9.4.1 Being physically close to participants

Some tests clearly require the moderator and participants to be in the 
same place.

The focus is on exploring design alternatives or the conceptual model that 
underlies the user interface. These kinds of test usually are held 
early in product development. Task performance is less impor-
tant than understanding participants’ thoughts and perceptions. 
Consequently, there is continual conversation between you 
and participants and you probe frequently to understand the 
mental model participants are forming of the product inter-
face. There often is much pointing at the screen to focus on 
details. These tests are best done with you sitting beside the 
participant.



 9.4 Choice of arrangement 129

A lack of interactivity in the product requires help from the moderator. 
These tests also happen early in development; examples are tests 
of paper prototypes, static screenshots, and user interfaces with 
only some of the functions active or only the correct path to task 
success active. In these situations, you’re likely to be responsible 
for communicating how the interface is intended to work or, 
when participants have selected the correct course of action but 
nothing happens, explaining why the prototype is not showing 
the result.

Snyder (2003) makes a persuasive case for having the moderator sit 
with and interact frequently with participants while evaluating a 
paper prototype. In her extensive experience, she’s found that think-
ing aloud does not work well when the product is being manipulated 
by a “computer,” that is, the person who makes the paper prototype 
interactive. Participants tend to talk to the person who is the com-
puter rather than think aloud or talk to the moderator. To avoid this 
confl ict, the moderator asks participants questions and keeps their 
focus on the prototype. If there are visitors at the table, the moderator 
has to manage interactions with them as well.

Sometimes with a static screen-based prototype, such as a VisioTM or 
PowerPointTM fi le, the moderator controls the mouse and moves 
through the screens. Participants are then asked what they expect will 
happen next because it can’t be demonstrated. These additional 
requirements clearly require the moderator’s presence.

There are at least two types of participant who are  likely to require 
the moderator to sit with them.

1. Participants who require special help using the product or the 
equipment—examples are people with disabilities, young chil-
dren, the elderly, or people who are completely inexperienced 
with the equipment they will be using.

2. Participants who may be upset or disruptive if left alone, such as 
some teenagers (Hanna, Risden, & Alexander, 1997).

We have more to say about interacting with these populations in 
chapter 10.

9.4.2 Being physically separated from participants

Some tests yield the desired data better when the moderator and 
participants are not in the same place.
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Focus is on quantitative measurements of usability. As a group, these 
measurement tests are “cleaner” when the moderator is outside 
of the room.

Focus is on task times and/or other measurements. In some situations, 
such as benchmarking studies, it’s critical to collect time-on-task 
data. Test protocols usually ask participants to avoid verbaliza-
tions, which can lengthen task times. Furthermore, participants 
may be asked to work at a steady pace but not to rush through 
tasks.

Assistance is prohibited. Moderators are sometimes told to avoid giving 
assistance to participants under all circumstances. This can be 
diffi cult to do from within the room, especially if there are many 
task failures. During those tests, interactions between you and 
the participants are minimized, especially interactions that are 
not part of the measurement plan. Probing, diagnostic discus-
sions, and even encouragement are generally not allowed. The 
goal is to make sure that whatever interactions take place are not 
a source of bias.

Measurement tests are best done with physical separation. The need to 
record data and minimize interaction is facilit ated by the separa-
tion. In these tests, any emotional connection with participants 
can be lost if you’re not careful.

You are responsible for recording complex data. Sometimes you’re ex -
tremely busy recording detailed measurements. For example, 
there may be several steps within each task to measure and there 
may be specifi c time limits for tasks, or paths to task success or 
failure may need to be recorded. If there isn’t another person to 
help record the data, it can be less intrusive if you perform these 
activities from another room.

9.5  CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE PRACTITIONER

There are a number of tests in which you have several options about 
the moderator–participant arrangement. It is best to base your deci-
sion on the objectives of the test, the interactivity of the product, and 
the characteristics of the participants. We believe that several arrange-
ments can work and that until we get some research data, you should 
do what you think is best for you and the participant and follow our 
guidelines in chapter 3 for making and maintaining a connection 
with participants.



INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

When you have a choice, do you sit with the participant or in a separate 

room?

When we built our usability labs, we went to a fair amount of trouble to set them 

up so that the facilitator was not in the room with the participant (and by the 

way, we called them experimenters and subjects back then). We tried several 

kinds of microphone arrangements and video camera placements so that we 

could see and hear what was going on and communicate eff ectively with the 

participant. In general, I would say the overall eff ect from the participant’s per-

spective was cold and unnerving, especially if we didn’t get the volume right 

and the “voice of God” boomed into the room. As a facilitator, it was very hard 

to see everything that was going on and to accurately gauge the intent of the 

participants’ actions and their states of mind.

For a number of reasons, we began conducting evaluations in the same 

room as the participant. One reason was that we started to use low-fi delity 

prototypes that required us to be in the room to simulate the system. Another 

reason was that a new colleague joining the group had always conducted ses-

sions while in the room and continued to do so after joining us! Another big 

reason was that we began to do a great deal more ethnographic work, where 

we went into the participants’ environment, and most of these environments 

were conspicuously missing one-way mirrors and intercoms.

Several benefi ts became clear when we were in the room. First, interaction 

with the participant was much more natural, having more of a feel of co-

discovery than a test. We were much more able to read body language, see 

where the participant was looking, and so on. These nuances are important 

to understanding what’s going on, why a person may be misunderstanding 

something, and most important, what might need to be done to fi x the 

problem.

There was no single “aha!” experience or decree that “thou shall be in the 

room.” Over time we simply abandoned the clunky intercom and camera 

arrangement and began doing all of our testing in the room with the partici-

pant. I think that we get more out of each session, and this is borne out by the 

anecdotal fi nding that observers outside the room, monitoring remotely, always 

defer to the facilitator in the room when discussing what had actually 

happened.
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As usability professionals, we have a responsibility to design and 
evaluate products for the widest possible market. User interfaces 
should be intuitive for all their users, not just the computer-literate 
and able-bodied ones. Moderating usability tests with some popula-
tions, however, requires additional knowledge, training, and pre-
paration. Even so, moderating a session that includes assistive 
technologies, interpreters, or multiple modes of communication can 
be a very rewarding experience.

Although there are many guidelines in this chapter, we don’t want to 
give you the impression that interacting with special populations is 
complicated. The many reminders are simply an extension of being 
courteous to others, with a few specifi cs that might not be common 
knowledge. Being comfortable with diverse populations becomes 
easier with familiarity, and even if interacting with these populations 
is new to you, you’re not likely to be dealing with more than one of 
them at a time. Consequently, you can use this chapter as a reference.

This chapter provides guidelines for interacting with a several 
populations:

■ People with physical disabilities
■ The elderly
■ People with cognitive disabilities or low literacy skills
■ Children and teens
■ People from cultures different from the moderator’s

Some of the guidelines come from our own experience and others 
come from people who have interacted with these populations and 
have shared their experiences in the literature, particularly Hass 
(2004), Hartman (2005), and Henry (2007). We have restricted our 
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discussion to what we believe are the most important issues to con-
sider in moderating sessions with these participants.

Table 10.1 contains a list of useful web sites about many of the issues 
we discuss here.

10.1 GENERAL GUIDELINES

The guidelines in this section apply to all of the groups discussed in 
the chapter. Later sections of this chapter provide more details about 
distinct populations.

Treat each participant as an individual. Every human being is 
unique. Not all “blind” people are sightless; not all 80-year-olds 
have poor memories. You can’t stereotype them any more than 
you can stereotype the general population. Part of a moderator’s 
responsibility is to assess each participant’s ability to understand 

Table 10.1 Useful Web Sites with Information about Special 

Populations

What is on the site URL

Information about service 

animals

http://www.people.howstuff works.com/guide-dog.

htm

How to fi nd interpreters http://www.rid.org

ADA checklist of ways to 

make facilities accessible

http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/votingck.htm

American Foundation for 

the Blind

http://www.afb.org/default.asp

National Association of 

the Deaf

http://www.nad.org

How to locate a CART 

provider

http://www.cartinfo.org/locate.html

How to locate assistive 

listening devices

http://www.hearinglossweb.com/res/ald/ald.htm

Procedures for 

developing materials for 

low-literacy readers

http://www.cancer.gov/aboutnci/oc/clear-and-simple

Braille embossing 

services

http://www.universalmediaservices.org/

BrailleProduction/Embossing.htm



and perform during a session. Your observations from the time you 
screen them as candidates, through meeting them as participants (in 
person, over the phone, or via the Internet), up to the time they start 
working on tasks will help you to decide whether they have the 
knowledge and skills to evaluate the usability of the product or if 
they need additional help to do so. This assessment is especially 
important. You may have to prepare more thoroughly for, or work 
harder in, sessions with people who have special needs, but it’s worth 
the effort.

Ask for feedback. At the end of a pilot session and after the fi rst few 
test sessions with participants from a new population, it’s helpful to 
ask, “We will be conducting more sessions with participants who are 
[blind, elderly, etc.]; what would you recommend that we do to make 
them comfortable during sessions similar to yours?”

Ask before you help. In many cases, people with limitations may 
seem to be having diffi culty but would prefer to complete a task 
themselves. If a participant declines an offer for help, don’t feel 
offended. And it’s especially important to respect the wishes of 
helpers and aides.

Learn about the population. Until you have extensive experience 
with a population, it will be very helpful to contact relevant national 
and local groups that support the population. Many have web sites 
that contain useful reading materials. These organizations are more 
than willing to provide advice when you contact them. As an example, 
schools and colleges for people with limitations are often an excellent 
resource. They have a long-term outlook and maintain relevant 
equipment and facilities.

Make instructions and explanations simple and clear. In addition to 
the clarity of language and logical presentation of instructions, it 
might be helpful to moderate your speaking pace or tone. You can’t 
expect everyone to take in and process information at the same rate. 
For a variety of reasons, participants may have diffi culty perceiving 
or understanding what you’re asking of them. You may have to 
explain more terms or concepts. They may be easily distracted, espe-
cially when they’re interrupted or have to deal with crosstalk. Go 
slowly and watch for signs of confusion.

Be sure participants understand and sign the informed consent 

form. As mentioned in chapter 5, obtaining truly informed consent 
is one of the moderator’s most important responsibilities. Each group 
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we discuss in this chapter has limitations you may have to accom-
modate to obtain truly informed consent. For example, you may have 
to translate the consent forms into embossed Braille, or explain par-
ticipants’ rights to both parents and children, or read the form out 
loud to participants with lower literacy skills.

Consider the ability to handle concurrent thinking aloud. Several 
studies show that some groups of participants have diffi culty per-
forming tasks while thinking out loud. All humans have a limited 
cognitive capacity (Anderson, 2000), and some populations have 
additional limitations. There is a growing literature on the “reactivity” 
of thinking aloud, which refers to situations where thinking aloud 
and working on a task negatively interact. Trying to perform both 
activities at the same time changes both the think-aloud and the task 
performance. For example, Branch (2000) studied reactivity in middle 
school children who were trying to fi nd information on a CD. The 
children with the least computer experience performed the informa-
tion-seeking tasks with the least success and their thinking aloud 
tended to be limited to descriptive “play-by-play” statements rather 
than evaluative statements. Birru and colleagues (2004) found that 
people with low literacy skills had diffi culty thinking aloud while 
they worked. Although we are not aware of similar research with the 
elderly, many elderly and people for whom the test language is not 
their fi rst language may well have diffi culty with concurrent thinking 
aloud. For the populations we discuss in this chapter, it may be more 
effective to have participants do retrospective thinking aloud, which 
occurs after each task or after all of the tasks are completed.

Expect tasks to take longer and make sessions shorter. Testing ses-
sions with people who have limitations will not be as effi cient as 
those with people who do not have those limitations. Your instruc-
tions and explanations will take longer and often the participants will 
work more slowly. Our guideline is to expect sessions to take at least 
25 percent longer. In addition, a two-hour session that participants 
without those limitations can get through is likely to be too long for 
many participants in special groups.

Provide adequate breaks. Special populations often require more 
and longer breaks than others. Some need frequent breaks to main-
tain their attention, and some may have health concerns that require 
frequent restroom breaks. Taking a break every 15 minutes is 
common.

Be prepared to provide escorts. Many participants from special pop-
ulations can’t drive cars. They may need escorts to and from the 



nearest public transportation facility or from a taxi cab. They may 
also need an escort to the restroom and help obtaining a taxi after 
the session. In these situations, you will need extra staff to serve as 
escorts or, if you’re the escort, you will need to leave extra time before 
and after each session.

Expect guests. Many people in special populations have aides who 
will come with them to a session. In the case of children, the aides 
are their parents. You need to provide a comfortable place for the 
aides to wait and something for them to read or do. If you expect 
service animals (such as guide dogs) to be present, anticipate their 
needs as well (see section 10.2.2). In some cases, the aide may need 
to be in the room with the participant during the session. Never 
interfere with or hinder the duties of an aide. There may also be legal 
stipulations dictating access. For example, just as it is illegal for a 
restaurant to refuse service to a blind customer with a service animal, 
it is illegal to ask a blind participant to leave his or her animal or 
aide outside.

Refer to people and their abilities and disabilities in a respectful 

way. It is, of course, important to address all participants respect-
fully, which includes being sensitive to the limitations of participants 
when it is necessary to mention them. Our experience is that, if any-
thing, you will try too hard to be sensitive. But just because there is 
a euphemism for almost every condition or situation doesn’t mean 
you need to use it. Furthermore, individuals vary greatly in their 
sensitivity. If you use language that doesn’t refl ect how an individual 
prefers to refer to himself or herself or his or her disability, apologize, 
ask for the preferred term, and move on. Some blind people may 
think you are talking down to them if you refer to them as “visually 
impaired” or “sightless,” and others won’t care which term you use. 
Henry (2007) suggests always putting the person fi rst, such as “a man 
who is blind” rather than “a blind man.” Similarly, we say, “a man 
who uses a wheelchair” rather than “a wheelchair-bound man.”

If you work with diverse groups, it’s likely that you’ll inadvertently 
use a term that some participants object to. When that happens, 
apologize briefl y, and ask for the specifi c terms they would prefer. 
For example, if a participant objects to being referred to as “sightless,” 
you might ask, “I’m sorry, which term do you prefer?” Then get back 
to the activity you were performing. You are likely to feel bad no 
matter how innocent the intention, but you must set aside those 
feelings to continue to moderate effectively. Furthermore, trying to 
explain yourself with additional elaborations usually gets you into 
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more trouble. It’s a good idea to talk about these situations with col-
leagues after the session, and we urge you not to let it make you 
hesitant with the next participant.

Monitor your feelings. Even though most moderators are people-
oriented, it might be uncomfortable to work with diverse populations 
at fi rst. Until you have a lot of experience with special populations, 
it may be quite a challenge to interact with them—to know how to 
address them, to know how to help them without insulting them, to 
know how to prompt and probe (Can she do more? Is that all he can 
do? Should I push for more on this task or move on?). Be aware that you 
may be less willing to push participants to continue working, or you 
may be more likely to provide assistance than you normally would. 
As a moderator, you must decide what is appropriate and trust your 
intuition. The important thing is that you make those decisions con-
sciously rather than unconsciously.

10.2 PEOPLE WITH PHYSICAL DISABILITIES

Fortunately, a number of usability practitioners have extensive experi-
ence moderating tests with participants who have physical disabili-
ties. Good sources for practical guidance are Hass (2004), Hartman 

■ FIGURE 10.1 Temporary barriers to navigation for some disabled participants.
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(2005), and Henry (2007). We start with guidelines that apply to 
most people with physical limitations, then present some guide -
lines that apply to people who are blind and people who are deaf. 
Section 10.4 discusses participants with learning disabilities and low 
literacy.

10.2.1 Interacting with the physically disabled

Provide accessible facilities and restrooms. This guideline seems 
obvious, but there is more to it than appears on the surface. Providing 
“access” means that the entire path from the street to the testing facil-
ity must be accessible. Look for appropriate curb cuts, elevators that 
are wide enough for wheelchairs and equipped with controls for 
blind participants, and so on. Before the fi rst day of testing, walk the 
path to and through your facility and look at it from the participants’ 
perspective.

Remove obstacles such as chairs and wastebaskets and wet-fl oor signs 
that might get in the way of wheelchairs or blind participants. Be sure 
to have enough space in your test room for fl exible furniture arrange-
ments. Wheelchairs and participants with canes or service dogs need 
lots of space to maneuver. There must be space to accommodate 
equipment (e.g., canes, hearing devices) and human and animal 
aides. Chairs and tables need to be light enough to move around. 
Tables must be at a comfortable height for a person in a wheelchair.

Not only do the restrooms need to be accessible, but the path to 
them must be also. Counters, desks, side tables, and other furniture 
should be free of clutter, fl ower vases, reading materials, or other 
items someone with vision or mobility limitations might upset. 
Reception areas frequently have stacks of clipboards, piles of bro-
chures, and cups fi lled with pens, any of which could be troublesome. 
Table 10.1 provides a link to a checklist for evaluating a facility for 
accessibility.

One additional point about providing a clear path: If you run a 
session at the participant’s facility, don’t move anything. If you must 
move an object such as a chair, ask fi rst and then ask if the participant 
wants you to put it back where it was.

Provide accessible snacks. If you routinely provide snacks and bever-
ages in the test or waiting room, make sure participants will be able 
to pick them up and open them. A bowl of M&Ms and capped water 
bottles might be inaccessible food for some participants. Offer to 
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pour coffee or beverages or to place a snack on a plate for partici-
pants. Also, prior to their arrival fi nd out if participants have special 
dietary needs.

10.2.2 Interacting with blind participants

To recruit people who are blind, the screening tool must include 
questions such as the following:

■ Will you have an escort?
■ Do you need transportation to and from the facility? Do you need 

assistance getting from public transportation or from a taxi cab?
■ Will you bring a service animal? If so, does the animal have special 

needs? What is its name?
■ Do you read Braille?
■ Do you use assistive technology (e.g., screen reader, hearing 

amplifi er)?

Make provisions for service animals. Service or guide dogs have 
never been a problem in our experience, but they do put additional 
requirements on your interaction. Check with the owner about inter-
acting with the dog. Remember: When guide dogs are in their harnesses, 
they are on duty. They have been trained from an early age that when 
the harness is on, they are working. When it’s off, a service dog can 
act like a regular dog. Consequently, you need to interact with them 
differently when they have the harness on. It is best not to talk to 
them at all. If you do talk to them, use a professional tone of voice 
and be brief. Never call, pet, or play with a service animal that’s in a 
harness. If you and your staff want to pet the dog after the session, 
ask its owner.

The service animal will usually lie at its owner’s feet during a session. 
If the session is lengthy, the owner may ask you to take the dog out 
for a walk. If you don’t want to interrupt the session, have a colleague 
available to walk the dog.

Don’t provide food for the dog, but you can ask its owner if it’s okay 
to provide a small container of water. The more water, the more likely 
the dog will need a walk. Never offer a service animal a treat, food, 
or water without fi rst asking its owner’s permission.

If you run sessions back to back or have multiple participants with 
service animals in a session, the dogs may interact. Generally, they 
get along well but keep in mind that they are dogs and may object to 
each other at any point. It’s best to keep them separated if possible.
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Allow time to print documents in Braille. Organizations that do Braille 
embossing are not plentiful. Even in large cities, there may be only a 
few. (See Table 10.1.) In Boston we have been able to get Braille 
embossing completed in two days, and the cost has not been prohibi-
tive (about $50 per page). Be sure to proof the documents carefully 
before they are sent for printing to avoid a second two-day delay. 
Ideally, someone should also proof them when they are delivered. If 
your client is likely to make frequent changes to the wording of docu-
ments, explain why you need a hard deadline for fi nal changes.

Consider reading documents to participants rather than printing 

them in Braille. It can take a blind participant who reads Braille 
slowly more than 20 minutes to read a two-page embossed docu-
ment. We have found that blind participants prefer to read docu-
ments themselves but often don’t object when we ask their permission 
to read aloud important documents such as consent forms and task 
scenarios. But keep in mind that you may need to read a document 
multiple times, slowly and clearly, with expression, and stop fre-
quently to ask if they understand. Alternatively, you may prerecord 
your reading of the document and either play the audio clip aloud 
(particularly effective for a group) or through individual equipment 
such as an MP3 player (which you make available to the partici-
pants), enabling individual control and easy repetition.

Check readability of printed documents. Participants with low vision

require 16-point or 18-point type to read a document. This is 
18-point type. Obviously, you will get fewer characters
on a line or a page with type this large. Anecdotally, participants have 
referred to 18-point type as “a good start”; if your situation enables 
you to provide larger point sizes, particularly 24-point type, that may 
be preferable.

INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERIENCED MODERATOR

Have you ever experienced a confl ict between serving the needs of your 

clients and serving the needs of disabled participants?

Not usually, but sometimes you have to be fl exible. Here is an example.

We’re halfway through the usability test session at 6:30 in the evening and 

things are going well. The participant, a woman in her mid-40s with a teaching 

background and no usable vision, is using a JAWS screen reader to explore a 

commercial web site. Patty is insightful, articulate, and witty. She is also doing 
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a remarkable job of describing the keyboard shortcuts and macros she’s using 

without interrupting her own navigational process. As a result, I’m furiously 

taking notes, trying to capture Patty’s witticisms, her insights into JAWS use, and 

her web site–related comments.

Patty’s service dog, Harvey, a middle-aged golden retriever, has been 

snoring contentedly at our feet beneath the computer desk.

The session is taking place in our usability lab at the end of a long day. My 

colleagues have all gone home. The building is quiet and I’m happy that this 

session is confi rming the fi ndings of the other sessions while providing articulate 

fodder for the highlight tape and genuine insights into the use of assistive tech-

nologies to surf the Web. The participant is smiling and by all indications, we’re 

both having a great time.

And then things change.

Mid-task and nearly mid-sentence, Patty stops, drops a hand to the fl oor, 

and gropes for her purse. She rummages through it and produces a well-worn 

dog leash. Her expression, warm and relaxed just seconds before, is startlingly 

diff erent: resolute and almost annoyed. “Harvey needs to go walksies,” she 

pronounces.

She moves the leash in my direction, seemingly oblivious to the fact that 

Harvey is sleeping soundly and that she herself is in the middle of an online 

purchase.

Briefl y taken aback, my mind whirls: Where did this request come 

from? Why does she seem annoyed? Has the dog somehow been neg-

lected? How does this aff ect the tasks? Should I stop the recording? Do I 

leave her here, unattended and alone? Will she be safe? Will she continue 

to learn things about the web site while I’m gone? Should I insist on her 

coming with me? Are there legal ramifi cations? Where is the nearest tree? 

What if Harvey takes a dislike to me? Takes off ? If I continue recording the 

session, will I have enough video tape to capture the end of the session?

As my thoughts race, I smile, say “Of course!” and take the leash. I also think 

to myself, When you’re lost, stop and ask for directions. With a calm serious-

ness that respects but does not exacerbate her obvious concern, I begin to ask 

questions: “Is Harvey in dire need right now or is this preventive? How does he 

like to be walked? Will he be ok with my taking him? How long does it usually 

take? The nearest green space is about fi fty yards from the building, and we’re 

about a fi ve-minute walk from the entrance to the building. I’m concerned 

about leaving you alone here unattended. Your safety is my responsibility. 

Would you like to come with me at least as far as the parking lot so that you’ll 

be able to off er advice if Harvey gets ideas?” And so forth.

Together we worked out a solution. As I helped Harvey attend to the local 

fl ora, I learned from casual conversation with Patty (who came along) that she 

had been concerned for days that Harvey might need a walk before the session 
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was through and that I, or my team, might refuse to help him. She was very 

relieved, as was Harvey, that we were able to resolve the situation easily.

Testing sessions sometimes take off  in unexpected directions. Flexibility and 

a willingness to adapt to participants’ needs are crucial. We are hired to serve 

our clients and to do no harm to participants. Balancing the two sometimes 

means tipping the scales in one party’s favor. Knowing how to do so humanely 

and deftly takes practice. When in doubt, be direct: Ask the participant and if 

appropriate ask the client, and make the call that treats the participant with the 

greatest respect.

For my part, I added a crucial question to our recruitment screeners for 

disabled candidates: “Are there any concerns you have or accommodations we 

could make to ensure your comfort and safety while you are participating in 

this study?” And of course, when accommodating service animals, I now plan 

to have someone on hand to take them for “walksies.” Just in case.

10.2.3  Interacting with deaf and 
hard-of-hearing participants

Deaf and hard-of-hearing participants present unique challenges. The 
primary challenge is communication. If you aren’t fl uent with either 
American Sign Language or signed English, you will likely require an 
interpreter. You may also require the use of a CART (Communication 
Access Real-time Translation) system. Using stenographic machines 
and computer software, CART aides translate the spoken word into 
the written word nearly as fast as people can talk; hence, the “real-
time.” Text is displayed on a laptop computer, monitor, or large 
screen. CART results in a verbatim (word-for-word) record of all 
spoken content. (See Table 10.1 for more information.)

Recruiting deaf participants. It’s a considerable challenge to fi nd 
deaf people to participate in usability tests, though it’s not as hard as 
fi nding people who are both deaf and blind. The best source may be 
local learning institutions, which often have dedicated disability 
coordinators who can distribute fl yers through email lists of students, 
alumni, or state- and federal-level disability organizations. During 
recruiting, you need to ask about the extent of the candidate’s ability 
to hear and his or her use of assistive technologies. You may need to 
conduct recruitment activities through electronic means such as a 
teletypewriter (TTY) and email questionnaire. Communicating with 
people who are deaf or hard of hearing and who are not computer 
literate may offer additional challenges. During the recruiting process, 
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make sure to ask if they will expect your organization to provide 
assistive technologies or an interpreter.

Essentially, assistive listening devices (ALDs) are amplifi ers. They 
assist the hard of hearing and sometimes the legally deaf by amplify-
ing sound. But ALDs are not easy to fi nd and are expensive. “Inter-
preters” are people who are qualifi ed to use sign language (ASL, 
signed English, or tactile signing) to help the hard of hearing and 
deaf communicate. They are also used by deaf people who cannot 
speak clearly enough to be understood. Interpreters are highly skilled 
and interpreting is exhausting work. Even if a staff member in your 
organization is a fl uent signer, it is unlikely that he or she will be an 
effective interpreter without special training. You can locate interpret-
ers through the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf or a state-level 
organization such as the Commission for the Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing in your state. In 2007 certifi ed interpreters charged $40 to 
$80 per hour. Depending on the nature of the communication 
required, an hour-long session may require multiple interpreters who 
alternate 15-minute shifts to reduce interpreter fatigue. (See Table 
10.1 for resources.)

Moderating with an interpreter present. Interpreters are a channel of 
communication between people who are deaf and people who can 
hear. They communicate with the deaf through signed language and 
with the hearing through speech. In a usability test, the interpreter 
listens to what the moderator says and signs it to the deaf participant. 
The interpreter interprets the signs of the participant and tells the 
moderator what the participant said. Obviously, this arrangement 
requires some adjustments on your part.

Working with an interpreter can slow the progress of the session, not 
only because of the translations going on but also because the three 
parties tend to look at each other while communicating. You do not 
have to look at the interpreter to hear the interpreter’s translation of 
what the participant signed or to watch the interpreter sign to the 
participant. In fact, it is considered good practice to ignore the trans-
lator as communication is occurring and focus your attention on the 
participant, who is “speaking” (Henry, 2007). But it takes practice 
not to watch the interpreter. In a test with participants without limita-
tions, the activity can move very quickly as participants work on tasks 
and think out loud. In an interpreted session, the thinking aloud is 
by defi nition retrospective and fi ltered through the interpreter. The 
pace may be slower and it can be diffi cult to probe about concepts 



and emotional reactions while they are occurring. This situation is 
similar to the one in which you have an interpreter because the par-
ticipant speaks a different language.

In addition, your ability to capture the session through video or 
audio may require adjustments. If the interpreter is providing the 
participant’s “audio,” then he or she might need to wear a micro-
phone while the video capture focuses on the participant.

10.3 THE ELDERLY

The elderly are not a homogeneous population! There are large dif-
ferences in skills and abilities as people move through the decades 
beyond 60. Furthermore, there are large individual differences among 
people of the same age. It’s beyond the scope of this book to describe 
in detail the general characteristics of this population. We focus 
instead on issues that directly infl uence interacting with usability 
test participants. Useful sources of information on the elderly are 
Chisnell, Lee, and Redish (2005) and Tedesco, McNulty, and 
Tullis (2005).

10.3.1 Recruiting elders

Use special strategies. It can be a challenge to fi nd qualifi ed elderly 
participants who are computer and/or Internet literate. In 2007 the 
elderly generally don’t participate in bulletin boards or chat rooms. 
They check email less often than younger users and they are wary 
of strangers both in email and in person. They often screen their 
calls before answering and they may become agitated if a phone 
conversation lasts more than 10 or 15 minutes. The best way to 
fi nd candidates is through personal networks. It makes a huge dif-
ference when you can start off a conversation or message with the 
name of someone the candidate knows. We have had great success 
using online bulletin boards to contact caregivers or younger people 
who might know an elderly person who would like to participate 
in a study.

Visiting or calling senior centers can also be useful. You will fi nd 
seniors there, but there may be few who have computer literacy, 
if that’s what you require. Try locating the person at the center 
who teaches a class on computer literacy or the Internet. He or she 
can then recommend some possible candidates or hand out a fl yer 
for you.
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Establish your credibility quickly. This is where a personal reference 
comes in handy. The elderly are especially wary about sales pitches 
or disguised sales pitches and about scams. Having a business card 
from an organization they might recognize helps. Also having a fl yer 
that clearly explains your objective and what the participants will get 
out of the activity helps reassure them. The candidates can take the 
fl yer with them and read it when they don’t feel pressured. If you 
contact them by phone or email, it is important to let them know 
how you found them.

Explain the testing situation during recruiting. In addition to the 
general guidelines about clarity that apply to all the groups in this 
book, the elderly have some special needs: They, more than other 
types of participants, often assume that the session will involve a 
group of participants. They are much more familiar with focus group 
participation than one-on-one sessions. Make it clear that an indi-
vidual test is not a group session. It may help to refer to the method 
as an “interview” rather than a “session” because they are familiar 
with one-on-one interviews. Finally, remind them to bring their 
reading glasses if they normally use them.

10.3.2 Interacting with elders

When scheduling sessions, keep in mind that the elderly are generally 
less fatigued in the morning and that they often don’t like to drive 
during rush hour or in the dark. Also, people who have had experi-
ence with testing elderly participants say that there is a 20 to 25 
percent no-show rate (more than twice that of younger populations). 
The elderly may forget about the session or have medical problems 
that take precedence.

Expect them to arrive early and bring a friend. It is not unusual for 
elderly participants to be 15 to 30 minutes early and to come with a 
spouse or a friend. Make sure there is place for them both to wait 
while you get ready or fi nish an earlier session. The companion will 
also need a comfortable place to sit and something to read or listen 
to during the test.

Be polite. Of course, moderators are polite to all participants, but 
“Please” and “Thank you” are especially important to older people. 
A common perception of the elderly is that their generation is polite 
and that younger generations are not. Consequently, they react posi-
tively when you thank them and ask questions politely. Also, they 
are less comfortable with a casual business attitude than younger 



participants. Do not assume that you can call them by their fi rst 
names. Address them as Mr. X, Mrs./Miss/Ms. X, or ask them how 
they like to be addressed.

Minimize interruptions. Some elderly people have diffi culty main-
taining the focus of their attention when they are interrupted. They 
are more likely to lose their train of thought or their place in a task 
or document. This means that it is especially important to wait for a 
break in the conversation to talk. Be vigilant about watching for signs 
that the participants need some help to resume what they were 
doing.

Expect them to tell stories and get off  track. There is not much that 
you can do to prevent these diversions. When they occur, gently move 
the conversation back to where it needs to be. For example, “Thanks 
for sharing that. What were we doing?”

Expect them to blame themselves. Self-blame occurs frequently with 
all participants but especially with the elderly. A lack of technological 
literacy is a common theme when elders talk among themselves. 
People older than 65 years in 2007 grew up when computers were 
not used in schools. They are quick to blame themselves for design 
failures. You need to provide additional assurance that the tasks are 
not a test of their abilities. It can be frustrating when they don’t seem 
to hear the reassurance, but it’s important to keep providing it.

Consider an older moderator. We are not aware of any research data 
on this issue, but in our experience, elders are more comfortable if 
the moderator is closer in age to them. So if you have a choice, an 
older moderator is preferable.

10.4 PEOPLE WHO HAVE LOW LITERACY SKILLS

One important characteristic of this group that separates it from other 
groups is its size. It is estimated that 45 million Americans function 
at the lowest level of literacy. Half of all Americans read no higher 
than the eighth-grade level (West, 2003). Gribbons (2007) describes 
how product developers and the human–computer interaction com-
munity have ignored this population.

10.4.1 Functional illiteracy

Functional illiterates are able to read and write minimally in their 
native language but can’t perform fundamental tasks needed to live 
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easily in their culture. In the United States, this means they can’t fi ll 
out an employment application, follow written instructions, read the 
newspaper, look a word up in a dictionary, or understand a bus 
schedule.

The causes of functional illiteracy are varied, including cognitive 
limitations and learning diffi culties. The largest group with identifi ed 
learning diffi culties comprises people with dyslexia. But there are also 
people who were poorly educated and dropped out of school but 
who have no other measurable limitations. However, many of these 
people have average or better IQs.

Due to the stigma in our culture against people with low literacy, 
this condition remains hidden. A test participant is never going to 
tell you he or she can’t read your consent form. They have coping 
strategies that allow them to survive, such as saying they forgot 
their glasses and asking you to read it for them. Compounding the 
problem is that most people overestimate their ability to read. 
While half of all Americans read no higher than the eighth-grade 
level, many will say their reading is “good” or “very good” (West, 
2000).

10.4.2  Interacting with functionally 
illiterate participants

From the description, you can see that illiteracy is diffi cult to detect. 
Most of us who moderate tests have not interacted with many low-
literacy participants because they have been almost completely 
ignored by designers of products that could help them, such as health 
information web sites. But if full accessibility ever becomes a reality, 
you will be dealing with people who can’t read consent forms or task 
scenarios.

Our guideline for dealing with this group is to be aware that many 
people are functionally illiterate and, if you suspect this of a partici-
pant, to take appropriate steps:

■ Read the consent form slowly to them and probe for their 
understanding.

■ Read the task scenarios to them.
■ Accept the fact that they may not be able to think out loud as 

they work.
■ Help them with ratings or questionnaire items.



10.4.3 Testing with low-literacy participants

One of us (BL) has conducted usability tests with people who were 
selected specifi cally because they had lower literacy skills. This was a 
government-sponsored project aimed at helping parents of children 
with a specifi c medical condition to communicate with health care 
providers. The idea was to create a computer system that would allow 
parents to enter information about medications and their effects. The 
researchers wanted to ensure that the program would be accessible 
for both high-literacy and lower-literacy parents, so we ran a usability 
test with six parents in each category.

The parents had been screened ahead of time using a test for their 
level of literacy (particularly regarding medical concepts and terms). 
All of the parents were interviewed before the test and a researcher 
explained the informed consent in detail. Parents were allowed to 
provide verbal consent rather than written consent. When partici-
pants arrived, the moderator knew the person’s approximate literacy 
level and made accommodations for each person after assessing his 
or her comfort level with computers and reading comprehension.

Many of the lower-literacy parents freely admitted that they were not 
good with computers, and, in fact, some of them had used a computer 
only once or twice. In those cases, we worked slowly, explained inter-
face concepts such as scrolling and drop-down list boxes, and read 
onscreen instructions out loud. It was tricky to be a Neutral Observer 
while avoiding pressuring participants to complete tasks when it was 
unclear whether they could read and understand the interface.

For all participants, we read the task scenarios out loud rather than 
presenting them on task cards. Likewise, we conducted the post-test 
interview verbally rather than asking participants to complete a 
written questionnaire.

It took more effort on our part to make these sessions work. But it 
was rewarding to be able to make design recommendations that, we 
believe, will allow low-literacy users to contribute to the health of 
their children.

10.5 CHILDREN AND TEENS

Moderating test sessions with children and teens can be fun and 
rewarding. If you’re working on a product that is aimed specifi cally 
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at them, then you will have to think about how you recruit them and 
how you interact with them during the test.

10.5.1 Grouping children by age

By “children,” we mean people younger than about 15 years. Hanna, 
Risden, and Alexander (1997) categorize children in one of three age 
groups.

The fi rst group comprises preschool children ages 2 to 5 years. Usually 
the most you can do with participants this young is to have them 
show you what they can do. Their attention span is limited so it’s 
diffi cult for them to stay on tasks and complete them. It is also hard 
for them to verbalize their opinions. They won’t be able to interact 
with a product and think out loud at the same time. They are likely 
to be uncomfortable being alone with a moderator for any length 
of time.

The second group contains elementary school children ages 6 to 10 
years. They can sit and do tasks as they do in school. The older they 
are, the less self-conscious they are, and the more willing they are to 
talk. At 6 years, they probably will be uncomfortable being alone 
with a moderator; at 10 they may not be. They may have diffi culty 
with concurrent thinking aloud.

The third group includes middle school children ages 11 to 14 years. 
They are more like adults. They are comfortable doing tasks and being 
alone with a moderator. They are often more technologically savvy 
than most adults. But they are unpredictable and can’t be left 
alone.

A fourth group of children is those who are 15 to 18 years old.

10.5.2 Recruiting children and teens

You can’t conduct tests with children younger than 18 without the 
permission and supervision of their parents. Consequently, several 
guidelines involve interacting with parents. Some of these guidelines 
were fi rst described by Hanna and colleagues (1997) and Patel and 
Paulsen (2002).

Contact and screen children through their parents. Even if you fi nd 
parents of likely young candidates through a recruiter, you must talk 
to the parents before you proceed. Parents are very wary of exposing 
their children to experiences that the parents or children might fi nd 



uncomfortable. You will need to make the parents feel comfortable 
and safe and make the case that there is a substantial benefi t to their 
children for being in the study. It helps to indicate that the most 
important aspect of the child’s participation is the benefi t to other 
children and that their children will have an enjoyable and, if possi-
ble, educational experience. Incentives might help interest the chil-
dren, but don’t depend on the value of the incentive alone to appeal 
to parents.

A few more points about recruiting children:

■ Don’t ask about school performance (grades) unless it is absolutely 
essential.

■ Be very clear and specifi c about what will happen when the 
participants come for testing. Parents need to know that they will 
have to sign a consent form and perhaps a nondisclosure form 
when bringing them in. Some parents will not consent to having 
their children videotaped.

■ Be prepared to fax or email parents a description of the study and 
their part in it. They may want to see it before they agree to partici-
pate. Use offi cial stationery and include a signature from a key 
person in your organization.

■ If you happen to talk with the child on the phone during recruit -
ing, keep the conversation short. Parents are wary of long con-
versations. If you happen to talk to the child before talking to 
the parents, don’t ask for their permission to participate. Arrange 
to speak with a parent.

■ Ask specifi c questions about the children’s computing environ -
ment and the input devices they use. Sometimes their interaction 
is limited to game controllers. You may also have to screen for child 
super users. Some very young children are writing their own pro-
grams, doing complex video editing, and building web sites these 
days.

■ Expect to conduct sessions in late afternoon or on weekends when 
both children and parents are available.

■ Find out if a sibling will be present at the test and establish what 
that sibling will do during the session.

■ Provide age-appropriate entertainment in waiting areas. Although 
showing a movie is relatively easy, consider providing drawing 
paper, crayons, markers, and other creative and interactive items.

■ Encourage teens to come with parents (or parents to come with 
teens). Teens may ask to come by themselves or to be driven by a 
friend but if they are under 18, their parents still have to sign the 
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consent form. Also, teens who come “alone” often come with a 
crowd of friends who can be unruly and can’t be left alone.

■ Expect a high no-show rate. Teens frequently arrive late and often 
don’t show up at all.

10.5.3 Interacting during the session

Attend to parents and siblings. Children younger than about 9 years 
will need their parents with them in the session. Keep siblings sepa-
rated. Young children often are uncomfortable being alone with 
strangers in a room. You will need to coach the parents about what 
they can and can’t do as visitors. Also, it’s rare that a brother or sister 
close to the same age as the participant can keep from interacting 
with him or her if they are in the same room. Do everything you can 
to separate them but always defer to parent’s wishes.

Don’t ask children if they want to do a task. They are much more 
likely than adults to say “no.” A useful prompt is, “Now, I need you 
to  .  .  .” (Hanna et al., 1997)

Prompt to keep children on task. Their attention span may be limited. 
If they start looking around, say “I need you to keep trying this for 5 
more minutes, then we can try something else” or “I want to see just 
how much you can do—let’s try some more.” Once a child says, “I 
don’t want to do this anymore,” it is very diffi cult to continue (Hanna 
et al., 1997).

Look for nonverbal signs of feelings. Watch children’s body language 
and what they look at. Squirming and looking around the room often 
indicate fatigue. If you suspect that they are becoming uncomfort-
able, take a break and talk about a neutral topic until you get a sense 
for their emotional state.

10.6 PEOPLE FROM OTHER CULTURES

Almost all of the research and literature on usability testing is from 
tests in which the participants and the moderator are from the same 
culture, typically from the United States and Western Europe. Until 
recently, the impact of culture on product design and usability studies 
has been largely ignored (Marcus, 2006).

Over the past decade, access to the Internet has spread to many coun-
tries, especially those in Asia. Usability labs have started to appear in 
India and Korea. Consequently, it is becoming more common for 
moderators and test participants to be from different cultures.



10.6.1  Interacting with participants from the same 
and other cultures

Several useful articles in the literature address the differences in 
assumptions about interacting in usability studies when it happens 
between people from different cultures. An excellent case history 
about conducting usability studies in China by Elaine Ann can be 
found in chapter 5 of Courage and Baxter’s book Understanding Your 
Users (2005). Ann points out that people in China would have diffi -
culty with the mixture of the two roles of a moderator, the Leader 
and the Neutral Observer. In China, business relationships are built 
on friendships. Consequently, Western moderators maintaining what 
they might view as a professional, businesslike demeanor might be 
viewed in China as aloof and not to be trusted.

There has been some recent empirical research on the interaction 
of moderators with participants from different cultures and its effect 
on the interactions in a usability test. Evers (2004) conducted think-
aloud tests and post-test interviews with a sample of 130 high 
school students from England, North America, the Netherlands, and 
Japan. The moderator was English. The Japanese students had the 
most diffi culty with the think-aloud sessions. They felt uncomfort-
able speaking out loud about their thoughts and seemed to feel 
insecure because they could not confer with others to reach a 
common opinion. The English also needed reassurance before 
feeling comfortable with thinking out loud. The interview responses 
of the North Americans were often inconsistent with behavior 
observed during the tasks. Evers felt participants were trying to give 
the “right answer” rather than report their true feelings in relation 
to the web site being tested. The Japanese participants seemed very 
comfortable in voicing positive as well as negative opinions of the 
web site.

Even when moderators and participants are from the same culture, 
reactions can be different from what you would expect in the United 
States. Yeo (2001) found that Malaysian participants were less likely 
to be critical of a user interface when the moderator is a Malaysian 
person they know versus a stranger.

The study by Vatrapu and Parez-Quinones (2006) that is described 
in the accompanying “What the Research Says” provides additional 
and strong evidence that fewer usability problems may be uncovered 
when the moderator and participant come from different cultures, 
even if they attend the same university.
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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

Do cultural diff erences aff ect moderator interactions?

This study investigated whether test participants change the way they 

interact with a moderator when the participants are from the same or a 

diff erent culture (Vatrapu & Parez-Quinones, 2006). The authors recruited a 

sample of students at Virginia Tech who had come to school from India. 

They gave the students a test that measured their acculturation level and 

they chose participants who were low in acculturation, meaning that they 

had not yet absorbed much about American culture.

The sample of students was then separated into two groups in 

preparation for a usability test. One group had a moderator who was 

Indian and one group had a moderator who was Anglo-American. The 

moderators were not told about the other group and were both given the 

same moderator’s test script to review. The scripts were identical except 

that the Indian moderator’s script had the following insert:

“I am from Andhra Pradesh. Did you attend the Indian Film Festival held 

recently? I watched three movies.”

In the second phase of the study, four graduate students in usability 

science reviewed the videotapes from the sessions and scored the post-

test interviews by identifying usability problems, suggestions, and 

positive, critical, and cultural comments. Two raters each scored either 

the sessions from the Indian moderator or those from the Anglo-

American moderator.

The results showed that when the Indian participants had an Indian 

moderator, they made more critical comments about the product, fewer 

positive ones, and more suggestions. In addition, they rated the product 

as more diffi  cult to use and their discussion with the moderator 

uncovered more usability problems. All of these measures were statistically 

signifi cant.

This study shows that, at least for the Indian culture, participants are 

more forthcoming when they have a moderator from the Indian culture 

and, consequently, more usability problems are uncovered. On the other 

hand, when the moderator is Anglo-American, Indian participants are 

more reluctant to be critical of the product so fewer problems are 

uncovered.

Vatrapu, R., & Parez-Quinones, M. (2006). Culture and usability evaluation: The eff ects of 

culture in structured interviews. Journal of Usability Studies, 156–170.



10.6.2 Adapting your techniques

Apala Chavan of Human Factors International has reported success 
with the “Bollywood technique” (Schaffer, 2002). Bollywood is the 
Hollywood of India where they make movies that have intense and 
elaborate plots. In the Bollywood technique, the moderator describes 
a task scenario in the context of a dramatic situation. Chavan talks 
about a test in which one of the tasks was to make a train reservation. 
A typical scenario that just asked participants to make a reservation 
was not succeeding in that the participants did not seem motivated 
and were not very explicit about the reason. She then described a 
scenario in which the participant’s beautiful, young, and innocent 
niece is about to be married. But suddenly he gets news that the 
prospective groom is a member of the underground. He is a criminal 
and he is married! The participant has the evidence and must imme-
diately book a train ticket for himself and the groom’s current wife 
to Bangalore.

The participants seemed to get involved in this dramatic scenario 
immediately and made many insightful and critical comments. 
Chavan believes that these kinds of dramatic scenario work well, at 
least in that part of India.

Of course, we cannot create a different set of guidelines for every 
cultural combination of moderators and participants. We urge mod-
erators to be aware of cultural infl uences, to learn about other cul-
tures, and to consider them when recruiting and interpreting usability 
tests. There is some research too that shows that culture matters, and 
there are undoubtedly many more cultural differences yet to be dis-
covered that affect usability testing.
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One of the reasons that there is so little in the literature about inter-
acting with participants in usability tests is the diffi culty of describing 
in words the subtleties of communication. We have talked about 
body language, nonverbal cues, facial expressions, tone of voice, and 
so on. Seeing these portrayed in real testing situations reinforces the 
golden rules of moderating and illustrates the various roles of a 
moderator.

When we conceived the UPA tutorial that eventually led to this book, 
we suspected that its success would depend on having interesting 
videos to show both good and poor practices. The attendees con-
fi rmed our expectation; the videos became the focus of many discus-
sions and were praised in evaluations of the tutorials.

Consequently, we have made the tutorial videos available on this 
book’s web site, www.mkp.com/moderatingtests. We’ve refi lmed several 
of them, so even if you attended one of our tutorials, you will see 
some new material.

11.1 ABOUT THE VIDEOS

Before you look at the seven videos, we want to explain their purpose 
and provide some advice about how to view them.

11.1.1 The test session videos

Six videos show test sessions in progress. They are not highlight 
videos; rather, each one focuses on one 5- to 7-minute segment 
of a typical test session. Two videos focus on the pretest instruc-
tions, two focus on interacting while tasks are being performed, 
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one focuses on the post-test interview, and one illustrates a remote 
test.

Each video shows several situations that illustrate the major points, 
but not all of the situations, in this book. The people in the videos 
are acting; most of them are usability specialists. The events they 
portray are based on real events we have experienced. Some of the 
videos include poor practices, which we created for the tutorial to 
generate discussion.

Because the videos portray typical events, you may fi nd some of them 
“slow.” We have chosen realistic fi delity over highlight summaries. 
There is no way, for example, to illustrate the gradual buildup of 
frustration in a participant without taking the time to show it. There 
is no way to realistically illustrate a moderator letting a participant 
talk and work for a few minutes without showing it. The fact that you 
might treat the situation differently is exactly the point. Consider 
your reaction carefully and think about why another approach might 
be more effective than what the video shows. Discussing your reac-
tion with your colleagues is a good way to incorporate the principles 
of interacting into your testing practice.

Each video has an accompanying panel discussion by a group of 
experts. We invited them to our facility to watch the videos while we 
recorded their reactions. We asked for their views of the videos 
because we knew that they would bring up issues and options that 
we hadn’t thought of. Their reactions to one another’s comments are 
a valuable supplement to the material in this book.

11.1.2 Use of the videos

We suggest that you watch a video fi rst, then look at the section of 
the panel discussion about that video. There is no need to watch them 
in order from fi rst to sixth. For example, if you are interested only in 
remote testing, we suggest that you read chapters 3 and 4 to under-
stand the golden rules and chapter 8 about remote testing. Then watch 
Video 5 on remote testing and the panel’s reaction to it. Finally, you 
might look at the section in this chapter about Video 5, which 
describes the key events in the video and our comments on them.

We have learned from our tutorials that viewers enjoy the videos 
more when they watch them in a group. The different reactions of 
the group members enhance the value of the videos. Talking about 
the events as you see them also helps make the rules of interacting 
more real.
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11.2 CONTENT OF THE VIDEOS

The following description of each video includes an introduction 
about its purpose and a table that describes the actions in sequence 
and offers comments about their signifi cance.

■ Video 1: Pretest briefi ng with a checklist.
■ Video 2: Pretest briefi ng following a script.
■ Video 3: Interacting during the session, example 1—illustrates how 

to deal with direct questions from the participant and how to deal 
with the administrator’s anxiety over the participant’s stress.

■ Video 4: Interacting during the session, example 2—focuses on 
when and how to give participants assistance on a task without 
introducing bias.

■ Video 5: Interacting in a remote testing situation—illustrates how 
to set up and conduct a remote session, as well as the diffi culties 
of not being able to see the participant.

■ Video 6: Post-test interview—illustrates how to get the most out of 
the valuable time at the end of a session, and how to deal with 
questions from the participant.

11.2.1  Video 1: Pretest briefi ng with 
a checklist

The purpose of the video is to illustrate the way an experienced mod-
erator typically gives the instructions at the beginning of a session. 
The moderator and the participant in this video are sitting facing each 
other. The participant is sitting on a couch on one side of the Bentley 
College usability lab. We often give pretest instructions there because 
it seems more relaxing than sitting in front of a computer screen. The 
moderator does not read the instructions but rather follows a check-
list on his clipboard. The moderator’s demeanor is relaxed but profes-
sional. Figure 11.1 highlights the events and the issues they illustrate 
in this video.

11.2.2 Video 2: Pretest briefi ng following a script

This video has the same scope as Video 1 but with two differences: 
(1) the moderator is inexperienced and (2) he reads most of the 
instructions from a script. Compare and contrast this option with the 
experienced moderator’s style and coverage of issues in Video 1. 
Reading a script is a perfectly acceptable practice when done well. In 
most research studies, researchers use a script to make sure that every 
test participant hears exactly the same instructions. In our experience, 
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usability test participants don’t have a problem when you read 
instructions as long as they are told why the instructions are being 
read and as long as the moderator still pays attention to the partici-
pant. In this video, the moderator tells the participant that he is 
reading because he wants to make sure he gives everyone the same 
instructions. But as you will see, the atmosphere in this video is quite 
different from that in Video 1. This moderator is much more hesitant 
but much more thorough than the moderator in Video 1. Figure 11.2 
highlights the events in this video and the issues they illustrate.

■ FIGURE 11.1 Video 1: Pretest briefi ng with a checklist.

What happens Comments

Moderator introduces himself and thanks participant  
for coming.

Moderator explains what will happen during the  
session and how long it will last. 

Moderator explains that there will be tasks and that he  
will not help her with them “right away.” 

Moderator explains that not all tasks need to be  
completed.

Moderator tells participant what thinking out loud is. 

Moderator models thinking aloud: having an expec-  
tation (“I am looking for instructions on how to open  
the stapler”) and a feeling (“That was easy”) along   
with describing actions (“I think I will just shut it”).  

Moderator asks participant to practice thinking out  
loud.

Moderator explains informed consent form; recording  
data and what will be done with it; there are people  
watching behind the one-way mirror. Urges  
participant not to blame herself.

Moderator tells participant about limitations of  
pointing at the screen. 

Moderator tells participant she can ask for a break at  
any time.

Moderator asks participant if she has any questions. 

Did moderator forget any items? 

Helps to create a connection with participant. 

Part of moderator’s responsibility for informed consent.

Sets expectations about what kinds of help participant  
can expect. 

Anticipates stopping a task before participant has  
completed it. Tries to avoid having participant blame  
herself for failure. 

This explanation is all some moderators say about  
thinking aloud.

Moderator shows participant that she should talk about  
expectations and feelings in addition to describing 
actions.

Moderator is focused on his checklist, not on participant.  
He may be anticipating what he will do next. 

Should moderator have done the form earlier in the  
instructions?
Moderator does not fi dget while participant signs the  
form.

A point that is easy to forget during the tasks. 

One of participant’s rights. 

Required by informed consent. 

He did not inform participant that she could withdraw  
without penalty at any time. 
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■ FIGURE 11.2 Video 2: Pretest briefi ng following a script.

What happens Comment

Moderator greets participant and introduces himself. 

Moderator tells participant why he will be reading the  
script.

Moderator tells participant the purpose of the facility  
and introduces the concept of testing for usability. 

Moderator tells participant about session’s three parts.

Moderator tells participant about the consent form. 

Moderator notes that there may be people watching  
and participant reacts. Moderator is aware enough to  
see participant’s reaction and ask her about it: “I notice  
you had a reaction to that.” 

Moderator explains informed consent and confiden-  
tiality issues before he gives participant the form. 

Moderator makes it clear that participant should take  
her time and should sign the form if she is comfortable  
with it. 

Moderator asks participant if she has any questions  
after she signs the form.

Moderator carefully tells participant not to blame  
herself and why. 

Moderator models thinking aloud using a stapler. 

As moderator models, he expresses feelings, expec-  
tations, and judgments of ease of use.

Participant practices thinking aloud.

Moderator explains his roles to participant. 

Moderator tells participant that he may stop tasks  
before she is done and why.

Moderator explains how to start and stop tasks. 

Moderator ends the instructions by asking if participant  
has any questions. 

Looks at participant to make a connection. Voice is 
pleasant.

Is “apologize” the right word here? What about just  
stating why he is reading? 

As moderator begins to read, he’s making a point of  
looking up at participant regularly. He does stumble a 
bit, showing his inexperience. 

Notice that after stumbling, moderator looks up less  
than before. 

Notice that now participant is looking at moderator’s  
script as he looks down at it. 

Moderator seems a bit nervous answering participant’s 
question: “There are about two developers.” But note  
that when participant interrupts moderator, he stops  
and listens to what she’s saying. 

Moderator is much more thorough about these issues 
than moderator in Video 1. 

Moderator does not fi dget as participant reads and 
signs the form. 

This is an important part of informed consent. 

He seems genuine about this. 

At this point you get two impressions: moderator is  
a bit unsure of himself but is genuinely concerned  
that participant gets thorough instructions.

Moderator stops reading and his explanation is much 
smoother. The pace of his speech increases.

Moderator makes it clear that thinking aloud is more 
than just reporting actions. 

Moderator watches what participant’s doing rather 
than looking at his script to see what’s next. 

Moderator seems more relaxed now and his speech 
flows more smoothly.

Notice that participant uses moderator’s name, perhaps  
to indicate her connection. Moderator has not used  
participant’s name.
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11.2.3  Video 3: Interacting during the session, 
example 1

This is one of two videos that deal with events that occur while par-
ticipants are working on tasks. This video presents a situation in 
which the participant is increasingly annoyed while working on a 
task. The moderator handles some situations well but he is less than 
perfect in others. Figure 11.3 describes the events in this video and 
offers comments on them.

11.2.4  Video 4: Interacting during the session, 
example 2

This video also illustrates events that occur while the participant is 
attempting tasks. The participant has diffi culty completing the task 
and the moderator gives her an assist. This moderator has a less 
interactive style than the moderator in Video 3. Figure 11.4 describes 
the events in this video and offers comments on them.

11.2.5  Video 5: Interacting in a remote testing 
situation

This video starts with the fi nal few moments before a remote ses -
sion begins and then continues with events that illustrate some issues 
that arise in this type of session. The moderator is using a phone-
conferencing system and Internet-based web-conferencing that inte-
grates the phone-conferencing audio into the recording. The test 
participant and the observers have been sent the phone number, the 
conference ID, and the web-conferencing URL and ID. Figure 11.5 
describes the events in this video and offers comments on them.

11.2.6 Video 6: Post-test interview

The purpose of this video is to depict some key events that occur 
during a post-test interview at the end of a diagnostic test. In making 
this video, we recognized that there may well be more probing about 
events that occurred during the session. But we could not make that 
meaningful without showing the earlier events. Figure 11.6 describes 
the events in this video and offers comments on them.

11.3 THE FUTURE OF USABILITY TESTING

As we fi nish writing this book, we see a time of change in our profes-
sion. There are several trends that we believe will affect the way we 



■ FIGURE 11.3 Video 3: Interacting during the session—Example 1.

interact with participants in the future. We expect that the next few 
years will bring more challenges than we have had for the past 15 or 
so. Usability evaluation is no longer a choice among three or four 
standard methods. The trend is toward a large toolkit from which we 
pick a combination of methodologies tailored to each situation.
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What happens Comment

Moderator hands participant the task scenario and  
asks him to read “go ahead and read task 1 for me.” 

(Notice that the moderator keeps tapping his pen

Participant begins looking for a way to do task. 
Moderator asks, “Tell me what you are thinking.” 

on the clipboard. A habit he is not aware of.) 

Participant says, “I don’t even know where to start.”

Participant repeats statement that he has no idea 
where the control is and would call customer
support.

Participant blames himself, ”That was my fault.”

Participant blames himself again.

Participant remarks that computer response time is, 
“really slow.”

Participant says that the route takes too much time.

Participant again says he has no idea how to do this 
task.

Moderator says, “And don’t worry. Everyone has  
difficulty with that particular task.”

Moderator’s tone is friendly.

Moderator is trying to move participant away from just  
reporting actions by asking about “thinking.” Moderator’s 
action works. Participant explains his strategy. He has 
moved to more meaningful comments. 

This comment seems to be a hint that participant wants  
help. He’s been working on the task for less than a minute. 
Moderator ignores comment and asks what the participant 
would be looking for. 

Moderator tells participant that he wants him to try to fi nd 
the solution on the site itself. 

Moderator assumes that participant is not unusually  
stressed at this point. Moderator continues to take notes. 

Moderator tells him he is doing fi ne.

Moderator asks if participant would expect it to be slow. 

Moderator asks him to fi nd a faster route. He wants 
participant to explore additional options.

Moderator says, “I would like you to work a little harder—a 
little longer. There is a way to do it.” Moderator catches  
himself in mid-sentence suggesting that participant has  
not been working hard and quickly changes it to “working  
longer.” Moderator adds that there is a way to do the task 
in case participant thinks this is a trick task. 

Did moderator have to tell participant about what other  
participants have done? Did he make this up to make 
participant feel better? What are the implications of this 
statement? Will this lower participant’s ratings of usability? 
How else could moderator encourage this participant? 
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■ FIGURE 11.4 Video 4: interacting during the session—Example 2.

As professionals, we can’t be isolated. National and local professional 
meetings are essential for keeping up with the latest methods. Here 
are some trends that we see.

11.3.1 Current trends

First, there’s the movement away from testing in the laboratory. 
Remote testing has so many advantages that we expect it to continue 
to grow in popularity. This trend will require that you learn to listen 
for clues to participants’ feelings and to communicate with the tone 
and quality of your voice.

What happens Comment

Participant reads the scenario.

Participant looks through menus in a random pattern.

Participant looks for a “sound” option, but has no idea 
where it might be. 

Participant’s voice and body language begin to show 
some negative emotion. She looks at moderator as if  
she is asking for guidance. Says, “You would expect to 
find this easy.”

Participant sighs.

Participant says she has looked at all of the obvious 
places. Moderator says, “You seem frustrated.” 

Participant says, “Yah, well, frustrated (but as a 
question), I guess  .  .  .” 

Participant says, “Can you help me?” Moderator looks 
down and says, “I would like you to keep trying.” 

Participant continues to sigh and is making no 
progress.

Moderator provides an assist, “Why don’t you go back  
to the Edit menu and look at Preferences?” 

Participant completes task and says, “That was 
frustrating, I guess.”

Moderator sits slightly behind participant. 

Moderator watches and takes notes. 

Moderator waits. Would you say something here? What?

Moderator continues to take notes. 

What is participant conveying with her sigh? What  
would you do? 

What is participant saying here? There is a feeling, but  
is it frustration? Could it be described with other terms?  

Angry? Is moderator putting a label on the emotion 
instead of letting participant do it? 

Is additional justifi cation needed to ask participant to  
continue working? What is gained by spending  more  
time on this task? What would you do?   

Moderator is clearly watching participant closely, but  
chooses not to intervene. 

This level 3 assist gives participant the next step. 

What does “I guess” mean here? Is participant upset at  
having moderator label her feeling? Is she expressing  
her feeling? What do you think? 



■ FIGURE 11.5 Video 5: Interacting in a remote testing situation.

Second, there is more interest than ever in testing in users’ environ-
ments. Alternative moderator–participant arrangements will become 
more common and you will have to be creative in dealing with dis-
tractions from ringing phones and interruptions from participants’ 
colleagues and family.
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What happens Comment

Moderator goes through his checklist before session  
starts. Moderator calls a key observer to make sure she 
is going to attend the session. He reminds her to mute  
her phone. 

Moderator starts the web conference. He calls the  
phone-conferencing system and puts in his ID to start 
the conference. No one is there yet. 

Moderator hears participant join the phone conference  
and greets him. 

Moderator checks to make sure participant has the list  
of task scenarios he emailed and checks that parti-
cipant has joined the web conference. He also tells 
participant that a colleague may join the conference.

Moderator shows participant a slide with squares that 
indicate how much of moderator’s screen he can see.  

Participant wants to know whether moderator can get 
into his computer. 

Moderator explains the purpose of the test and reviews  
the informed consent principles. 

Moderator maximizes the application and then checks  
to see that participant is seeing it. 

Moderator gives thinking out loud instructions. 

Participant starts working on a task.

The break in the video indicates that the action has  
moved to the end of the session. 

Moderator thanks participant for his time and goes  
over the method of payment.

Participant asks if he will get the results.

The call is part of a strategy to get developers to attend  
sessions. It’s important that observers mute their 
phones.

Taking these actions before the session starts saves 
valuable time that can be used with participant. 

By asking whether this is still a good time for the  
session, moderator is empowering participant to state  
his preferences. 

Telling participant about observers is an important 
component of informed consent. 

This is a quick way to make sure participant is using   
the same resolution and screen size as moderator.

Participants don’t always know the limits of desktop 
sharing.

It’s just as important to explain informed consent in a 
remote test as in a local one, even when they say they  
have read it.

The pause between when moderator and participants  
see a screen change is normal. 

Moderator does not model thinking out loud or train 
participant. Do you think the brief instruction is 
sufficient?

Moderator is listening carefully to what is being said 
and how it is said. 

It is important to thank participant and sound like you 
mean it. 

Moderator explains why that will not be possible. Does 
this explanation sound evasive to you or is it OK? 



■ FIGURE 11.6 Video 6: Post-test interview.

What happens Comment

The video begins with participant saying she is done. 

Moderator enters the test room and tells participant  
she can relax. Moderator gives participant a rating  
form to fill out. 

Participant asks a question about the product. She 
wants to know how the different reporting options  
work. Moderator seems to be a bit on the spot and 
says, “We can go over that at the end.”

Moderator asks whether participant has any other  
questions or if she needs a drink. 

Moderator leaves the room while participant  
completes the ratings. 

Participant finishes and moderator returns.
Moderator begins to discuss participant’s ratings.  
“Can you tell me why you gave it a 5?”

In the discussion of the second rating, participant  
talks about the reporting function but not its  
usability. Moderator specifi cally asks her to comment 
on its ease or difficulty of use. 

Participant says she had a hard time fi guring out 
which report menu to use. Moderator relates this  
comment to the next rating of “Clarity.” 

Participant talks about terminology issues.

Participant asks if the developers are “geeky 
programmers.” Moderator’s facial expression seems to 
convey uneasiness with this direct question. She says,  
again, that “we” will get back to that in a few minutes.

Moderator switches the conversation to participant’s  
original concern about the report menus. Moderator  
asks participant to look at the two menus and “see if  
you can see any differences, if there are any.” 

Moderator asks how participant would design  
the reporting function. Participant hesitates a while  
and says she would make it a one-click operation. 

Moderator asks for participant’s top three likes and  
dislikes.

Moderator has been in the observation room while  
participant worked on tasks.

Notice the touch and participant’s subtle startled  
reaction. Touching is a defi nite “Don’t do.”

What else could moderator say here? What do you think  
about moderator’s use of “we” here instead of “I can show  
you at the end?” 

Because moderator put off participant when she did ask a  
question, should she have asked about other questions  
here? What, if anything, is gained by asking for additional  
questions at this point? 

Moderator is giving participant space to take her time  
and not be observed. Is there an implicit agreement here  
that what she writes will be kept private? 

Going over the ratings allows observers or people  
viewing the recording to hear what the ratings were and  
why. But does this violate the unstated assumption that 
the ratings are private? Should moderator have told  
participant that she would go over the ratings with her?

Participants often talk about functionality rather than 
usability.

Moderator interjects her assumption that the reporting  
problem relates to “Clarity” rather than the “Usefulness”  
rating they had been discussing. How about saying:  
“Share some more with me about the reporting function.” 

Moderator misses an opportunity to ask about terms that  
might have been confusing. 

Telling participant that they will discuss her question later 
begins to seem like a put-off when used more than once.  
Other possible responses are “Tell me what you think 
about the usability of the product” or “Help me to  
understand why you think they might be ‘geeky’?” 

Moderator lets participant discover the differences rather  
than just telling her what they are. 

It’s rare that participants provide useful design ideas. 
Design is not their job and, sometimes, they feel put on  
the spot by being asked. 

Moderator specifi cally asks about “ease or difficulty of use”  
to avoid having her talk about functionality. Also 
“ease or difficulty of use”  is better than jargon—“usability.”



Third, the movement toward agile development methods will force 
usability practitioners toward faster tests of smaller pieces of 
functionality. Agile development is a method for speeding up the devel-
opment process and creating better products. It consists of a dedi-
cated development team that works together by designing small 
pieces of the product during short intervals—for example, three 
weeks. During those weeks, the code is tested iteratively until it is all 
working correctly. Then the next piece is designed. Usability test ses-
sions as part of this method tend to be shorter, and there is pressure 
to reduce the time between conducting the session and communicat-
ing the results. If the integration of usability into agile processes 
continues, it will mean that the whole development team will work 
together more closely, which will force you to put more emphasis on 
managing observers of test sessions.

Fourth, the Rapid Iterative Test and Evaluation (RITE) method focuses 
on quickly fi nding the cause of issues and probing to understand if 
design changes have solved the issues they were intended to fi x. This 
method may require you to become more assertive at probing for 
mental models and user-interface concepts.

11.3.2 What’s next?

We believe that our ten golden rules for interacting will remain rele-
vant in their essentials for some time because they are based largely 
on principles of human communication. But it’s inevitable that the 
details will evolve and that the relative importance of the rules will 
change. We look forward to this evolution.

We hope more practitioners will focus on interaction because it is so 
important to the validity and reliability of usability evaluation, and 
because so much of our knowledge is based on unsystematic observa-
tion rather than solid research.

Finally, we’re confi dent that changes in the ways we interact with test 
participants will move toward bringing users into closer partnership 
with product teams. The people orientation of our profession—its 
greatest strength—will continue to motivate all moderators of usabil-
ity tests. That is why, after all, we were drawn to it.
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