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What will we cover?

• What is user research? Why do we need it? 

• Setting research objectives 

• Methodology, research methods & sampling 

• How to write/ask good research questions 

• Practice: interviewing & analysing data 

• Becoming a better researcher
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By the end of today, you will:

• Understand the fundamentals of user research 

• Have practised some of the key skills 

• Be ready for exploring design solutions



The quality of experience 
is beyond your web site.

...or your web app
...or your mobile app



How do we fix a problem before it 
becomes a problem? 

How do we fix existing pain points?
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Research serves to understand why 
people make the decisions they do. 

(From little ones to big ones.)
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Discover Define Develop Deliver
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Discover Define Develop Deliver

exploring the problem framing the solution
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Good design is hypothesis- 
and evidence- driven.
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Key Skills 

1. Pinpoint the real goals of the research 

2. Identify what we want to learn  

3. Identifying assumptions & hypotheses 

4. Designing the research & define the methodology  

5. Determining the most appropriate audience and sample  

6. Designing research sessions  

7. Run the research ✌  

8. Analysing and synthesising 

9. Presenting and sharing insights 
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Why research objectives?

Research objectives state a clear goal for what you are 
looking to achieve. 

Not only will it guide you in designing the research, it is 
an instrument for you and your team to align on research 
outcomes.
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Why research objectives?

Research objectives also help you determine the 
appropriate methodology. 
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Thinking about Real People
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Thinking about real people

User research seeks to understand people’s 
relationship to products and services in real 
contexts.  

• What are their needs? 
• What do we know about their behaviours, 

motivations, triggers and barriers? 
• What causes them to make certain decisions? 



Who chooses which?



Who chooses which?



Capturing user needs

User needs statement (also “user story”):  
 
As a { user role / persona } 
I need to { do what I need to do }  
In order to { accomplish goal }

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/user-need-statements/



Capturing user needs

User needs statement (also “user story”):  
 
As a commuter 
I need to carry all my things safely  
In order to have everything I need for work

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/user-need-statements/



Capturing user needs

There are a few variations, e.g.: 
 
As a { who } 
I want to { do what }  
So that I can { have an outcome (why) }



Capturing user needs

Job story: 
 
When { situation or context } 
I want to { do what }  
So that I can { have an outcome (why) }

https://jtbd.info/replacing-the-user-story-with-the-job-story-af7cdee10c27



Capturing user needs

Job story: 
 
When I’m commuting 
I want to have easy access to my laptop 
So that I can get some work done on the way 



How would you express your needs?
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Product promise & value proposition



Product promise

User research seeks to understand people’s 
relationship to products and services in a real 
contexts. 

• What is the promise the product/service is 
making to your users?  

• Is it successful at meeting that promise?



Promise, brand & value proposition

https://www.nike.com/gb/t/court-vintage-shoe-9T5pwx/CW1067-100

The Nike Court Vintage Premium 
embodies ‘80s tennis at its best—
laid-back and stylish. The smooth 
leather upper combines with micro-
branding for a relaxed look and 
feel, while the cushioned sockliner 
provides comfort for every step.  



Promise, brand & value proposition

https://about.nike.com/



Promise, brand & value proposition

https://www.allbirds.co.uk/collections/mens-mizzles



Promise, brand & value proposition

https://www.allbirds.co.uk/pages/our-story
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Assumptions & Hypotheses
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Assumptions & Hypotheses

Assumptions 
• Most of our customers who are struggling to do X. 
• We don’t need to provide this functionality because no one would use it. 

Hypotheses or testable assertions 
• Our customers are struggling to do X because Y.  
• If our customers do X, Y happens.
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Assumptions & Hypotheses

Assumptions 
• Most of our customers who are struggling to do X. 
• We don’t need to provide this functionality because no one would use it. 

Hypotheses or testable assertions 
• Our customers are struggling to do X because Y.  
• If our customers do X, Y happens.
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Research Methods: 

Usability Testing



Steph Troeth | Astrolabe Ltd.

Usability — a definition

Usability is defined by 5 quality components: 

• Learnability: How easy is it for users to accomplish basic tasks the first 
time they encounter the design? 

• Efficiency: Once users have learned the design, how quickly can they 
perform tasks? 

• Memorability: When users return to the design after a period of not using 
it, how easily can they reestablish proficiency? 

• Errors: How many errors do users make, how severe are these errors, and 
how easily can they recover from the errors? 

• Satisfaction: How pleasant is it to use the design?

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/usability-101-introduction-to-usability/
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Usability Testing

Core components of a usability test involve testing for:  

• Comprehension & learnability: does the user understand? How quickly 
do they “get it”?  

• Findability: can they find their way around?  

• Efficiency: how quickly or effectively can do they what they want to do?  

• Memorability: if they go away and come back, do they remember what 
to do?  

• Errors: How many mistakes do they make, and how easily do users 
recover?
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Writing good tasks

Make the Task Realistic 
User goal: Browse product offerings and purchase an item. 
Poor task: Purchase a pair of orange Nike running shoes. 
Better task: Buy a pair of shoes for under $40. 

Make the Task Actionable 
User goal: Find movie and show times. 
Poor task: You want to see a movie Sunday afternoon. Go to 
www.fandango.com and tell me where you’d click next. 
Better task: Use www.fandago.com to find a movie you’d be interested in seeing 
on Sunday afternoon.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/task-scenarios-usability-testing/
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Writing good tasks

Avoid Clues and Describing the Steps 
User goal: Look up grades. 
Poor task: You want to see the results of your midterm exams. Go to 
the website, sign in, and tell me where you would click to get your 
transcript. 
Better task: Look up the results of your midterm exams.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/task-scenarios-usability-testing/
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Writing good tasks

• Avoid giving clues in the scenario. Don’t use uncommon or unique 
words used in your website or app. Testers will scan the screen to 
find these words and you won’t get many insights about the usability 
of your website. 

• Write in a clear, understandable, and easy to follow way. Write the 
way you talk and don’t try to sound scientific or academic. Pre-test 
your tasks with colleagues or friends to make sure they are easy to 
understand and people really know what you want them to do.

https://userbrain.net/blog/write-better-tasks-to-improve-usability-testing

https://userbrain.net/blog/write-better-tasks-to-improve-usability-testing
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Writing good tasks

• Trim any detail that’s not absolutely necessary. Your task scenarios 
should set a context and provide users with necessary details like a 
username or a special delivery address. Everything else is 
unnecessary. 

• Keep your task scenarios as short as possible and let testers figure 
out things for themselves.

https://userbrain.net/blog/write-better-tasks-to-improve-usability-testing

https://userbrain.net/blog/write-better-tasks-to-improve-usability-testing
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Keep the goal in mind

The main goal is to get the participants to simulate going through 
the scenarios in as real a situation as possible.  

So, sometimes, you might have to get creative, e.g. the Bollywood 
technique. 

 

https://uxpamagazine.org/acting_validate_product_concept/
https://uxpamagazine.org/acting_validate_product_concept/
https://uxpamagazine.org/acting_validate_product_concept/
https://userbrain.net/blog/write-better-tasks-to-improve-usability-testing
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Research Methods 
(continued) 
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http://www.nngroup.com/articles/which-ux-research-methods/

what they 
think

how they 
behave

http://www.nngroup.com/articles/which-ux-research-methods/
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Which research method?

open-ended close-ended

“listening labs”
“contextual enquiry”

interviews

usability testing

remote testing tools

surveys

focus groups

card sorting

heuristic evaluation

MVT  
A/B

ethnography

tree testing

concept testingjobs-to-be-done

diary studies

Formative

Generative

Summative

Evaluative

participatory design
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Participatory Design Research

Co-design sessions can be conducted in a group or 1-1.  

They are structured to help us understand:  

• Mental models & use cases 

• Pain points 

• Triggers & Motivations 

• Whether a value proposition resonates with the customer 

• “Edge cases”  

Outcome of sessions can be powerful in providing design direction. 
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Concept Testing

Concept testing can take various different forms, and can include 
prototypes of different fidelities.  

You can learn/validate mental models, or comprehension of value 
proposition from a concept test, but you may also unearth usability 
issues in early design.  

Concept tests are good for validating existing ideas, a series of 
concept tests can be good for iterating on a prototype. 
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Tree-testing
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Tree-testing
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Rapid Iterative Research

The “RITE” (Rapid Iterative Testing & Evaluation) method means 
you iterate your prototype or stimuli on the fly so you gain insights 
in the shortest amount of time. 
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Contextual Research

Conducting interviews with 
users in their normal day-to-day 
contexts when they may be 
using your product or service, 
combined with observation. 
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Research Considerations 
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In-person vs. remote research
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Testing in a Lab
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Moderated vs. Unmoderated Research
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Qualitative vs. Quantitative? 
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Inductive reasoning,  
Deductive reasoning 🕵
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https://fivesecondtest.com/ 
https://usabilityhub.com/ 
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/ 
https://www.loop11.com/ 

See also ResearchOps Community toolbox.

https://fivesecondtest.com/
https://usabilityhub.com/
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/
https://www.loop11.com/
https://researchops.community/blog/project/research-toolbox/
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A word about ethics
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How to be ethical?

Your participant’s wellbeing is your topmost priority.  

• Be honest about your research intentions 

• Be transparent about the outcome of the research 

• Be clear to your participant about what happens to their data 
afterwards: how is it used, how is it stored, who sees it, when it will 
be deleted.
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How to be ethical?

• Ensure participants understand what they are consenting to 

• Be mindful about handling sensitive information (e.g. contact info, 
health conditions) 

• Be truthful and responsible about representing their views 
accurately 

• Allow your participant to opt-out anytime
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A Quick Note on Cognitive Biases



Steph Troeth | Astrolabe Ltd.

What is a cognitive bias?

A cognitive bias refers to the systemic pattern of 
deviation from norm or rationality in judgement, 
whereby inferences about other people and situations 
may be drawn in an illogical fashion.  Individuals 
create their own “subjective social reality” from their 
perception of the input. 

— Wikipedia
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What is a cognitive bias?

In other words, it’s a set of mental shortcuts all of 
us have, to varying degrees to help us interpret 
the world around us and to act on it.
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http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions

http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions
http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions
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http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions

http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions
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http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions

http://mentalfloss.com/article/68705/20-cognitive-biases-affect-your-decisions
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https://betterhumans.coach.me/cognitive-bias-cheat-sheet-55a472476b18

https://betterhumans.coach.me/cognitive-bias-cheat-sheet-55a472476b18
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The Craft of Questions
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The Craft of Questions

You have to know what your questions 

mean — what decisions they inform 

— before you ask them. 

 —Erika Hall 

“
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Questions to gather context

Sequence
What do you do when you are trying decide on a bottle?  

Then, what do you do next?

Quantity How many options are too many?

Specific examples What was the purchase you made?

Complete list  What are all the different types of bottles you have used?

Relationships How do you go about buying for someone else?

Organisational structure Is your team part of a greater department?

Adapted from Portigal/gotomedia, “Synthesis to Ideation”
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Questions to uncover the unsaid

Adapted from Portigal/gotomedia, “Synthesis to Ideation”

Clarification When you refer to ‘that’, what do you mean?

Code words / native language Why do you call it …?

Emotional cues Why did you laugh when you opened the door? 

Why Why do you think you found it difficult?

Probe delicately You mentioned that it was tricky. Can you tell me more?

Probe without presuming
Some people really don’t like using that.  

What are your thoughts?
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Questions to uncover mental models

Adapted from Portigal/gotomedia, “Synthesis to Ideation”

Compare processes
What’s the difference between buying online and buying 

in a shop?

Compare to others Is it the same in another shop?

Compare across time How different do you think it will be 5 years from now?
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Quantitative variables

Adapted from Dancey and Reidy, J, “Statistics without Maths for Psychology”, 7th ed. (2017)

Continuous Discrete Categorical

• Temperature 
• A train’s top speed 
• Typing speed 
• Level of anxiety

• Number of goals scored in a 
football match 

• Number of reported issues on 
a piece of software 

• Number of people you meet 
while at a cafe 

• Attendances at a concert

• Gender/sex at birth 
• Occupation 
• Favourite Colour 
• Type of restaurant
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Updated guidance on gender/sex question

The Office for National Statistics conducted 
rehearsals for questions around sex at birth and 
gender identity for the 2021 census. 

See final guidance. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/genderidentity/census2021finalguidanceforthequestionwhatisyoursex
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Discrete variable
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Continuous variable
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Categorical variable
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Open fields
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Example interview questions

• Tell me about the last time you bought a pizza.  
• How many pizzas did you buy?  
• Were you sharing? Who were you sharing it with?  

• How did you order your pizzas? 
• What happened when you made the order?  



Steph Troeth | Astrolabe Ltd.

Some rule of thumbs

In a survey: 
• Questions need to be clear and unambiguous. (Hint: it’s always best to 

test your questions before releasing it.)  
• Surveys perform best with “closed” questions.  
• Use open fields sparingly. 

In an interview: 
• Keep your interview questions “open” (why, when, how). 
• Use “closed” questions only for validation. 
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Create realistic questions. 

what’s already out there?

Start by looking for inspiration and 
domain know-how. 

(This can also feed into a competitor analysis.)
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http://www.portigal.com/seventeen-
types-of-interviewing-questions/

Interviewing Users 
by 

Steve Portigal
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http://momtestbook.com/

The Mom Test 
by 

Rob Fitzpatrick
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A basic guideline

1. Intro: how will you set the scene? 

2. Background: who are they? what do they do?  

3. Get specific: are there specific stories they can tell you? 

4. Get comparisons: what’s been good? what’s bad?  

5. Dream question: imagine if, what if...? 

6. Wrap-up: how will you close the interview? 

7. What observations to take note of? 

8. What sort of timing would you plan for? 
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Rose, Bud & Thorn Analysis

Sort your findings by: 

• Roses — Good experiences & positive things 

• Buds — Opportunities for improvements 

• Thorns — Negative things & pain points 
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Analysis with affinity diagramming (1)

In your group, do a quick affinity-sort.  

1. Translate your findings to stickies, one point per stickies. (5 mins) 

2. Affinity-sort your findings. (15 mins). Chunk according to subject: 
direct quotes, a need, a requirement, a problem, a complaint, 
emotional reactions, a desire.  

3. Summarise some key points. (5 mins)
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Analysis with affinity diagramming (2)

• Look to confirm or challenge any hypotheses or assumptions. 

• Look for things that occur often and the one-off unique perspective. 

• What relationships emerge between data chunks? 

• How frequently do topics occur? 

• What are the metaphors or language people used? 

• Can we make a time-based interpretation? 

• Can we map obvious cause and effect? (2x2)
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Synthesis

Because qualitative research tends to have a sample, it doesn’t make 
sense to use percentages. Instead, summarise your findings using 
phrases such as:  

• Majority of participants [expressed]… 

• Most participants [did] … 

• Half of participants [thought] … 

• Some of the participants  [believed] … 

• None of the participants [understood] … 



The End  

Steph Troeth


