
User Testing

Kim O’Shea
kim.oshea@ul.ie



The User-Centred Design Process



The User-Centred Design Process



What is User Testing?

User testing is Step 3 (Evaluation) of the user-centred design process.

It is the way in which our prototypes are evaluated with real (potential) users of 
a new product / service / interface.

There are a number of different ways to test a prototype, depending on the 
type of prototype it is.

The ultimate aim of user testing is to assess whether your prototype has 
fulfilled the needs of the user, and whether or not users find your prototype 
easy to use.



What is User Testing?

The testing, or evaluation step, of the process is iterative. This means that it is 
done over and over again until everyone involved in the process is happy with 
the final product.

So, if your first testing session alerts you to an issue (or multiple issues), you 
must go back to the prototyping phase to address the issue(s), and then retest 
your new prototype with users (they can be the same set of people or different 
people). You do not go from addressing the issue to product development 
(skipping the additional testing step(s)).



Why?

There are any number of reasons you would test a prototype with actual 
(potential) end users, the most important of which being:

1. To ensure you have met the needs of the user
2. To assess whether users would want to use your new product/system
3. To gather feedback on the design of the prototype
4. To gather feedback on the experience of using of your prototype
5. To save time and money (you don’t want to create a product that won’t end 

up being used)



Why?

The outcomes of a testing session inform the future direction the next 
prototype (and subsequently the product) takes.

The requirements you gathered in your initial understanding may need to be 
updated (some users no longer think X, Y is more important, etc…)

Your design may not work for the users environment, so you may need to 
redesign the entire system.

Your prototype may have some terminology in it that the user is unfamiliar with, 
you may need to relabel some of your buttons/functions (etc…)



How?

How you test will depend entirely on what kind of prototype you have created.

For screen based prototypes, you would ordinarily test low fidelity prototypes 
(or paper prototypes) before commencing the digital work. Once your first 
digital draft is due you should then test it again.

For physical prototypes these are usually briefly explained by you, the 
designer, and are then given to your participants to ‘use’.

For prototypes that are used in a particular context, your user is usually 
presented with a scenario and they can use various props to demonstrate how 
they think your product is used if the product/service is not operational. 



When?

User testing should be happening at every point in the process as an integral 
part of an iterative design process.

User testing is a key element of successful design.

You cannot know how your users will use your product/service until you’ve 
actually asked them.

Your assumptions are based on your own personal experiences, so you have to 
test these assumptions with your actual end users to confirm (or find that you 
need to rethink)



Testing Techniques

- Be aware of people's innate kindness! When testing your paper prototypes 
you should present your users with multiple versions of the same screen. 
This will often give you a better sense of what your participant actually 
thinks of various different elements.

- Don’t ask leading questions. Don’t hint at answers, or paths of exploration - 
the users in the real world will not have your help, so make sure that the 
users can complete the tasks on their own without confusion. If they can’t, 
you need to redesign.

- Always ask your users to “think aloud”...



Thinking Aloud

You should always ask your users to do this when they are testing any 
prototype as you will gain an understanding of their thought processes when 
undertaking the various tasks you have laid out for them. Simply open your 
testing session with “so I’d like you to say out loud whatever you are thinking as 
you undertake these tasks” (or something similar).

Their thought process is often more useful to you as a designer than the 
participants actions - your aim as a UX/UI designer is to predict and design for 
your users thought process, so that when they use the system they are not 
confused / startled / unsure of what to do.



Thinking Aloud

In a thinking aloud test, you ask test participants to use the system while 
continuously thinking out loud — that is, simply verbalizing their thoughts as 
they move through the user interface.

To run a basic thinking aloud usability study, you need to do only 3 things:

•Recruit representative users.

•Give them representative tasks to perform.

•Shut up and let the users do the talking.



Testing Techniques

You should ask your users to complete “tasks” when testing your digital 
prototype, as this requires them to test different features of your prototypes.

Your users should be asked to complete key tasks that demonstrate the core 
functions of your prototype, and not frivolous tasks.

For example, if you had created a shopping application I would expect your 
users to be testing the purchasing function (i.e. add item to cart, pay) as 
opposed to something like ‘where would you go to find the returns policy?’



User Recruitment

Ideally you will recruit 5 users. They should be representative of your invisaged 
actual end users (i.e. who your target audience are)

Experimenters found only 28-30% of known usability problems when running a 
test with a single user.

Running more tests with more users increased the number of problems found, 
but with progressively diminishing returns.

After five test subjects, 77-85% of the problems had been found, which is why 
five users is the ideal number.



Your prototypes

If you have created a physical prototype you would usually demonstrate it in 
person. If this is not possible, then create a video to demonstrate how it would 
be used.

If your prototype is something that would be best demonstrated in situ, or 
doesn’t make sense without context (i.e. something “installed” in the home), 
then I would also recommend creating a video prototype.

If your prototype is screen based, then you will need to create a digital 
prototype which can be sent via email/link.



Your prototypes

You will also need to provide ‘evidence of evolution’.

This is based on the fact that user testing usually highlights potential issues or 
suggests design changes. 

The idea you start with may not be the idea your final prototype is based on, 
and that’s ok (and expected).

You should submit a zipped file to sulis which should include the link to your 
prototype (or video prototype) and image files of sketches, drawings, digital 
drawings, storyboards, personas (etc.) that show how you got from your original 
idea to your final prototype.



Resources

Articles on User Testing:

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2018/03/guide-user-testing/

https://uxplanet.org/a-novice-designers-guide-to-usability-testing-177bcddc57b3

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/usability-testing

Heuristic Evaluation (not necessary for this project, but important to know):

How to Conduct a Heuristic Evaluation. http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/heuristic_evaluation.html

Severity Rankings for Usability Problems. http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/severityrating.html

Ten Usability Heuristics. http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/heuristic_list.html
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