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Predictive Usability

We usability researchers are curious by nature, perhaps even well- intentioned voyeurs at heart.
Once, a couple of years ago, a neighbour caught me skulking around our local grocery store with a
digital camera in hand taking pictures of a small colony of interactive kiosks that had popped up in
the entryway. Red-faced, | explained that we were studying how people used these kiosks. I’'m not
sure she believed me, but in any case she didn’t report me to the authorities.

You may have seen the papers we delivered on this subject, which concluded that many kiosks were
worse than useless, and in many cases effectively invisible — a surprising conclusion given that some
of the kiosks were twice as tall as a very tall man and plunked down in the middle of busy shopping
streets.

Our ‘kiosk paper’ talk included pictures of this grocery store, and showed an electronic photo booth
(unused), a rewards points kiosks (unused), a city-sponsored internet access point (unused), and
two coin-operated children rides (in use). We predicted a poor future for all but the children’s rides,
and explained what kiosks would need to do succeed.

Well, imagine my sense of smug satisfaction when | went in to the grocery store just after the new
year and discovered that all the devices except the Thomas the Tank Engine ride had been removed.
We know that our methodologies work, but it’s nice to see the evidence so starkly.

* k 3k

Historically, usability research was focused on identifying obstacles to success, not on assessing how
intensely people will desire a new product or service. The field of usability evolved studying how
military personnel interacted with weapons systems and how employees used the software their
bosses required of them. The goal was to increase efficiency and decrease errors, not necessarily to
attract new customers.

A bog-standard textbook lab-based usability test on the kiosks mentioned above would have been
able to identify classic usability issues, perhaps that the navigation was a bit awkward or that the
buttons didn’t offer enough affordance; but without clever research design, they could not have
predicted that hundreds of people would pass them by, not even noticing they existed.

In the real world, what is the more important finding? Isn’t it more important to note that a product
will be a hulking expensive waste of space than to propose in detail what the size of buttons on the
screen should be?

The brilliant teams who designed the new products that | have worked on have all been grateful for
the findings that helped them fine-tune their products, but what they appreciated more than
anything was a sense of whether people would use them to begin with.

The greatest savings from a usability study come when we can show that a product is not desired.
The greatest benefit comes when we help identify who will be passionate about a new product, and
what is required to unlock that passion.
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Here are some practical considerations for designing usability research to address not only classic
usability concerns, but also to assess whether people desire the products and services.

Users can be poor at predicting their own behaviour. We often see participants in usability studies
claiming that they would love a new product only to see the product fail in the marketplace, or
expressing disdain for a new product only to see it succeed. Take what users say with a grain of salt.

Most lab-based usability studies give us the opportunity to see users’ first 60-90 minutes interacting
with a new product or service. First reactions are important, but they are not everything. Poor initial
reaction means only that — that users coming cold to the product are not receptive. In practice, it
could be either that the product simply cannot succeed, or it could be that users need more
background to make them appreciate the product’s value. (Think what a marketing team could do
with information like that.)

Some products look remarkably different in the lab than in the real world. Some products require
long start-up periods. For example, voice recognition products require an initial training period
followed by a month or so in which the user intensively corrects the software. An hour in a test lab
may tell you about the obstacles in the training process, but not much about the ultimate usefulness
of such a product. Other products rely on ‘network effects’. For example, one person with a video-
calling phone on his own isn’t going to find it very interesting; but a large group of sports fans may
come to think of it as indispensable. Design your studies accordingly — longer-term studies for
products that require it, and group studies for network effects.

Some features make users fall in love at first sight, but not every love lasts. Clippy, the infamous
talking paper clip in Microsoft Office products (serving as a painfully eager help system), is typically
adored by naive users the first time they see it, and desperately despised within a week or two,
once users become aware how intrusive it can be. If you had conducted a standard user test before
Clippy shipped, it probably would have predicted great success; but now you can type “hate Clippy”
in Google to see how a user interface can inspire genuine passion.

If you design your studies well and conduct your analysis thoughtfully, you can give the product
teams fantastic insight into whether anyone wants to use their products.

Experiencelab (formerly Serco Usability Services), are a global experience design research agency.
They help organisations optimise their customer experiences, from web to TV and mobile, from
advertising to physical environments. They’ve been doing this for a while, pretty much since the first
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computers and networks were created, so they know a thing or two about how to make people,
processes and technologies work in harmony.

Experiencelab use a wide range of techniques to tailor a research solution that fits your business
objective, including ideation sessions, proposition analysis, customer needs mapping, usability
testing, benchmarking and touch point integration studies. As a co-founder of the UXalliance we
also provide research on a global scale.

Why not visit the Experiencelab blog (www.experiencelab.info), which features the latest thinking
on experience design issues.

Serco ExperiencelLab
22 Hand Court
London

WC1V 6JF
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