












• Link on the company site

If you're planning to include your current app in the study, you may want
to consider recruiting through your company web site. Large tech compa­

nies with a user focus often create participant databases to make it easier
to conduct impromptu user research. One downside is that visitors tend
to like the service, which may skew your data toward the positive/easy to
use. Unfortunately, it can be hard to find real users for products with small
audiences. If you choose this route, be sure to include some folks from
alternative recruiting avenues (Le., Craigslist or friends and family) in

your sample.

• Friends and family

In an ideal world, your research participants should not be friends and fam­
ily since they are less likely to be honest about your app (assuming you are
showing prototypes), and they tend to lack the diversity of your target audi­
ence. However, recruiting friends and family can reduce costs and is typi­
cally much faster than the methods described earlier.

Also, to be clear, you still need to screen friends and family to some degree,
whether it's by age, experience, or interest in your type ofapp. For example,
if you're creating an app for mountain biking and you are the only one in

your extended family who cycles, you might be able to recruit riders at your
local bike shop. You might also consider joining a riding club so you can
recruit cyclists to be part of the study.

Choosing a recruiting approach will depend on your goals, user profile. and bud­
get. Ifpossible, try to go outside your personal network; otherwise, recruiting
through friends and family can be a viable option.

SCREENER
Regardless of which recruiting channel you choose, you will need to develop a
participant screener. The screener is a document that contains questions to help
you determine whether a prospective participant meets the criteria outlined in
your user profile.

Screener questions can be posed over the telephone, included in a Craigslist post,
or presented in an online survey, such as SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey
.com), Wufoo (www.wufoo.com).oreven using Forms in Google Docs (http://

docs.google.com). For example, for a high-level iPhone study, my colleague
Michelle Reamy and I wanted to recruit parents with young kids, college students,
and small businesses. We posted a link to a screener survey on Craigslist, then
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followed up by phone with the people who responded. Some of the online screener
survey questions are shown here (notes in italics explain the rationale behind the
question);

• How long have you owned an iPhone? Which iPhone model do you have?

(We didn't want completely new users. They are often in the "honeymoon
stage.-)

• Tell us what applications you've downloaded to your iPhone.

(Up to ten were allowed in the form; we wanted users who had downloaded
and used at least a few apps.)

• What is your gender?

(We wanted a SO/50 target mix ofmen and women.)

• Do you have children living at home?

(Helped identify parents; we clarified this over the phone.)

• How old are you?

(Enabled us to exclude minors andfind a range ofages.)

• What is your job title/profession?

(Helped identify college students and small businesses.)

• If you are selected to participate in this study, are you willing to sign an
agreement stating that you'll keep all information regarding the study

confidential?

(If respondents declined. they were not invited to participate.)

• Please enter your phone number. We may have follow-up questions related
to this survey.

(This was used for the follow-up phone interview.)

After you draft your screener questions, you may want to have a pilot (test run)
with one or two prospective participants. The pilot may reveal that additional
questions or clarification is needed for the screening process.

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS
The number of participants in your study greatly depends on your research goals,

the user profiles, and your budget. Traditional qualitative user research literature
typically recommends ten participants for each profile,' although newer texts sug­
gest you'll get diminishing returns after three to five participants.

8. Hugh 8f:yer and Karen Holublau, Con/txrIlIJ/ DtJign; Defining CU51(lmt<f·Ct<nrt<ftd Sytrt<I'U (Morgan
Kaurmann, 1997).
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If the types offindings you are interested in are unlikely to be easily discovered,
you should lean toward having a higher number of participants. However, if you're
creating an iPhone app with several different target users (e.g., a photo app for
bloggers, travelers, and parents), the number of participants can quickly add up.

While this approach can certainly yield rich findings, it's often impractical given
budget and schedule constraints. If the choice is between no research or research
with fewer participants, I recommend the latter strategy.

COMPENSATION
The compensation for user research depends on a variety of factors, such as the
duration of the study, the level of intrusiveness (are you in people's homes or

offices?), and the participant's expertise. Ifyou work with a recruiting agency, they
can usually provide a good sense of market rates. Alternatively, you can search the
[ETC] section of Craigslist and see what other researchers are offering study par­
ticipants. Keep in mind that qualitative, up-front research usually provides more

compensation than standard usability studies.

Facilitating Interviews
If you plan to conduct field interviews, you should create a discussion guide in
advance of the session. As mentioned in the section "Questions for Research," the
high-level questions in your research plan can help formulate specific interview

questions.

The discussion gUide's contents will vary with your study goals. For example, in
some cases you may plan to interview the participant and get feedback on a paper

prototype of your app. In other cases you may want to forgo a prototype and sim­
ply interview the participant. Either way, the document is Simply a "guide" since

the facilitator may need to change direction if something relevant comes up that
was not initially outlined. That said, be sure to do a test run a few days before the
study so you have enough time to make any changes needed.

Shadowing. on the other hand, does not require a discussion guide since the
participants will be carrying on with their regular activities with limited inter­
ruptions. Although the sessions will be unstructured, the researcher should have
a checklist for what he or she wants to closely observe and document as well as

potential follow-up questions.

Regardless of the method you choose, the next sections describe some things to
keep in mind while interviewing or shadowing.
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ASK OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS
Asking open-ended questions instead of yes/no questions will enable your par­

tjcipants to tell their stories. In most instances the journey leads to more insights

than the ultimate answer. For example, if you want 10 get a sense afhow children

are using their parents' iPhones, an open-ended question can lead to a rich discus­

sion, as shown here:

Question: Can you tell me about your son's first experience with the iPhone?

Answer: I look a picture of him and showed it to him. He loves the portability

of it; looks like a camera, something you can carry around. Sometimes he'll use

it when sitting on my lap at the computer. We've also used it to watch YouTube

while waiting at the airport. He knows the pictures, though he doesn't know

how to read yet, and the sounds. He loves looking at the weather, turning the

pages. We have every city for every relative. When we drive to San Diego to see

my parents, he can see the blue icon and asks, "Why isn't it going fast enough?"

Note the specificity of the question. If the question were too broad ("What does

your son do with the iPhone?"), it may have been difficult for the mother to come

up with an example.

LOOK FOR CONCRETE EXAMPLES
You should look for concrete examples when participants discuss their experi­

ences in general terms. Concrete examples will clarify the situation and may lead

to valuable insights. For example, a participant told me that he uses Google Maps

"all the time." When asked to describe a specific situation, he replied as follows:

Question: Can you describe a specific situation when Google Maps was

helpful?

Answer: My mother-in-law collapsed in Chinatown. She was able to call us,

but we couldn't find her. I told her to look up and she gave me a partial name of

an alley. I went to Google Maps, found the alley. and then sent the information

to a 911 operator. They blocked off the whole block to get her. Now I say to my

wife. "My iPhone saved your mom." She doesn't have an issue when I want to

upgrade my phone. We can joke about it now.

If your participant is struggling to provide concrete examples, try to provide

prompts. for example, ·When was the last time you used lapp name!?," If the

app has a Recents or other history section, those may also jog the participant's

memory.
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PROBE WHAT'S NOT THERE
What participants don't reveal can also provide valuable insights. For example, a

participant gave me a tour of the apps on her iPhone and explained what worked

well, what didn't work well. and so on. Over the course ofour meeting. she also

mentioned several apps that weren't on her phone. When I asked what happened, I

learned thai she had deleled them because of various user experience issues. Here

is OUf exchange:

Question: Why did you delete the WaUet app?

Answer: lliked the idea but it was too difficult to get started. You put in your

passwords; you would have all the information in one place. Apparently it's

safe. Then if you lose your card. you can call Visa directly from the app. It's a

way ofstoring all that information. My boyfriend told me about it.

Question: And the Wiki one?

Answer: I didn't trust the {third-party] app because the font didn't look like the

Wikipedia font.

Question: Any others?

Answer: The first app I downloaded was a grocery store finder. It didn't show

any grocery stores near me, but there's a Whole Foods right down the road.

Although some participants may provide openings to probe into, others may

deliberately withhold user experience issues. Often it's because the participants

think the problem is their fault, or they want to please the interviewer and hope

positive comments will have that effect. If participants paint an unnaturally rosy

picture of everything, try to uncover how things could be even better for them.

Also, look for places where what participants say doesn't match what they do. For

example, when I interviewed an iPhone user, she spent the first 20 minutes or so

talking in glowing terms about the iPhone and iPhone apps. At the same time, I

noticed that she had five different camera apps with Similar names. When I asked

why she had all of those apps, I learned about the problems she encountered with

each one. She didn't have five apps because they were great; she was still on a quest

to find one that met her needs.

CAPTURE RELEVANT ARTIFACTS
As you interview participants, try to capture photos, app screens, and other rel­

tvant artifacts that support your observations. For example, for the camera app

example in the previous section, it would be helpful to have a screen capture that

shows all of the camera apps on the participant's iPhone. You may also want to

photograph the participant using the apps so you have a visual record of their

context of use.
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As you gather artifacts, make sure your efforts do not disturb the flow of your
conversation. Participants may lose focus or feel overly self-consciOus if you or
your team members are constantly snapping photos and interrupting to document
an artifact. Artifacts that you may want to capture during the session include

• Photo ofa participant using the iPhone

• Photos of the computing environment (e.g., laptop, desktop, printer)

• Photo of the syncing setup

• Screen capture of the participant's home screen

• Screen capture ofany customization the participant has done to the iPhone
(e.g., background or screen saver)

• Screen captures of the apps discussed

• Artifacts created by the apps. including Twitter posts and photos

In some cases you may want to ask a participant to bring an artifact to the inter­
view. This can be helpful if it takes time to track down the artifact or bringing it
requires some advance preparation. Using a travel app as an example, you may
want participants to share travel photos or other memorabilia from a recent vaca­
tion. Be sure to get written permission to take photos, video. and so forth before

starting the session.

WRAP-UP AND DEBRIEF
At the end ofeach research session. give the participants an opportunity to ask
questions or share any remaining comments. Next. be sure to thank them for
their time and input. I often say something like "Thanks for your help today. Your

feedback will help us build better products."

Finally, provide the participants with their incentive gift and ask them to sign a

document stating that they received the incentive. This will protect you in case a
participant later claims that he or she never received payment. Also, you'll need
this document if you want to declare participant compensation as an expense on
your taxes.

If you're conducting user interviews with colleagues, consider holding team
debrief sessions immediately afterward. The debrief involves the moderator and

observers sharing their observations and sometimes developing one set of team
notes. It's a great time to collaboratively analyze your observations since every­
thing is fresh in your mind and the notes don't need to be rushed.
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Related Research Activities
User research can provide valuable insights, but it's not the only way to under­

stand your users. In addition to user research, be sure to consider some of the

other activities outlined in TABLE U. Competitive research will be discussed fur­

ther in Chapter 5, "Evaluating the Competition."

Up-front user research can benefit both new and existing apps, shedding light on

prospective users' context of use, perceptions, pain points, language, and customs.

Using this foundation, you can make informed decisions throughout the product

development process. Moreover, research can reveal new app opportunities and

inspire innovative solutions.
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Newor
existing

Newor
existing

Existing

Existing

Existing

New or
existing

Newor
existing

Existing

App Stage

Analyze what your users are saying in relevant online
forums, such as TWitter, Get Satisfaction, or Facebook

groups.

Analyze what users are saying in your customer support

forums.

Evaluate your app's potential for a specific market.

Description

Develop an understanding of your users' needs and how

they are currently being met on the iPhone and other

relevant platforms.

Read existing research related to the app: market research,
academic research, white papers, industry news, etc.

Evaluate how users are currently using your app. Many
tools such as Flurry (www.flurry.com)can be used to show
how users naVigate through your app and what features
are used most/least frequently.

Read your app's reviews in the App Store; look for trends
within the comments.

Evaluate what your competitors are doing on the iPhone,

as well as on other relevant platforms (Mac as x, Android,
Windows as, BlackBerry, etc.).

Customer
support

Online

forums

Analytics

App Store

reviews

Competitive

research

Literature

review

Activity

Market

research

User research

Summary

TABLE ,1.2 Activities That May Help Define Your App



The user research strategy depends on the type of app and its stage in the devel­
opment cycle. In most cases, apps in the very early stages will benefit from
observational methods, whereas apps in later stages will benefit from observa­

tional methods combined with app prototypes. As you develop and execute your
research plan, keep in mind the following:

• Some user research is better than no user research. Ifyou're seriously
strapped for time, keep the study small and recruit through friends and

family.

• Don't skip the user research plan! Sorting these details out in advance will
save time and aggravation.

• Be empathetic and respectful toward your participants. Your sessions
will be richer and the benefits greater if there is mutual respect and
understanding. _
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