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W H A T  K I N D  O F  
R E S E A R C H  I N S I G H T S  
W O R K S  B E S T  F O R  
D E S I G N E R S ?

W H Y ?



W H A T  K I N D  O F  R E S E A R C H  
I N S I G H T S  W O R K S  B E S T  F O R  
E X E C U T I V E S  A N D  D E C I S I O N  
M A K E R S ?
W H Y ?



C A N  W E  S A T I S F Y  T H E  N E E D S  O F  B O T H ?



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



Strategists
Data synthesis: 
Desk research on 

existing information

Each have their own “methods”

Three Types of 
Insight Generators

Researchers
Data creation: 

Conducts research 
that produces data



D A T A  &  U S E R  
R E S E A R C H  
M E T H O D S



Data Analysis & User Research Methods
• Many methods available
• Many pros and cons
• But what method should you to use?
• One way to know:  Plot the methods on a 3D 

landscape
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The Qualitative vs. Quantitative Dimension

*Sometimes “qualitative” is used to refer to open-ended survey data; that is not what is meant by qualitative here, as it is not directly gathered by the researcher. 12
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Inspires design 
ideas

Describes and 
understands 

people

Findings are 
valid, even with 

small N

Useful to 
Designers
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Measures which 
is “better”

Quantifies, often 
with precision

People can be 
blinded by or 

misuse large N

Useful to 
Decision Makers



The Attitudinal vs. Behavioral Dimension
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Natural: Examine natural behavior and attitudes
Scripted:  Focus insight topics or enforce consistency
De-contextualized: Issues under study are broader than product usage
Hybrid: Creatively use a limited form of product use to meet research goals

3rd Dimension: The Context of Use
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Interviews
• One-on-one discussions 

to get to know a person’s
needs and attitudes

• Although not usually
using a product, can talk
about a product or service and what it should do

• Easy to conduct, but may be better to do a field study or 
an ethnographic field study for deeper insights
De-contextualized use.
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Focus Groups
• Group discussions 

about broader, topics 
(brand, marketing)

• By definition, only 
talking in a group setting

• Using a product or prototype is impractical, and group 
interactions can bias results

• NOT recommended for most User Research purposes

De-contextualized use.
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Ethnographic 
Field Studies

• A technique inspired 
by the field method 
used by sociocultural 
anthropologists 

• Observation of work 
or natural use of 
products 

• Goal: understand 
through the eyes of 
the observed

• Of all qualitative 
methods, the most 
powerful/flexible

Natural use
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• Do we have the right idea?
• If not, what is better?
• Who is the target?
• What makes it work?
• Can be Qual or Quant

Concept Testing

Hybrid use (limited form of the product)
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Surveys
• Asking large 

numbers of users 
what they think in a 
structured way

• Email surveys: invite 
participants via email

• Intercept surveys: 
randomly invite a 
percentage of users 
on a site or using an 
app for their opinion 
about the site/app

De-contextualized use or    Natural use (intercept)
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Clickstream 
Analysis & A/B 

Testing
• Analysis of data 

stored in logs (web 
or SW telemetry) on 
what users click 

• A/B Tests: give a 
random sample of 
users alternative 
version of website 
design; compare 
logs of behavior to 
current site design Image source: TechCrunch

Natural use
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Usability Lab
Studies

• Single-user using 
product/prototype

• Lab-based
• Usually scripted
• Behavior > Attitude

Scripted use (and in lab typically)



Generative (strategic) Formative (optimizing) Summative (assessing)

What shall we do? How shall we do it? How well did we do?

Ti
m

e:
 T

he
 4

th
 D

im
en

si
on

?

29



B E N E F I T S  O F  
T E A C H I N G

• Design professionals benefit from this 
(sometimes a lot)

• Three classes of research generally 
match the Design Process (double-
diamond, stage-gate, even agile or 
lean UX)

• Good for other research colleagues 
and data analysts to ”nerd out “ with

P I T F A L L S  O F  
T E A C H I N G

• Most decision-makers are not 
interested in being taught

• “Are you here to teach or get stuff 
done?”

• It’s usually better for stakeholders to 
learn by doing; may be true for some 
in design as well



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



H A V E  Y O U  E V E R  U S E D  T H I S  G R A P H I C  
B E F O R E ?

“You only need 
5 users …”

32

Source: Nielsen Norman Group



M A N Y  T H I N K  
S I M P L I S T I C A L L Y :

  
“ B I G  N U M B E R S  

G O O D .
 S M A L L  N U M B E R S  

B A D . ”

“Sorry, but I’ll never make a 
decision based on research 

with just 5 people.” 
–Product Management



L E T ’ S  R E T U R N  T O  T H E  E A R L Y  2 0 0 0 s

P E O P L E  W E R E  F I G H T I N G  A B O U T  “ H O W  M A N Y  
U S E R S  W E R E  E N O U G H … ”
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“You only need to test with 
5 users… [which finds] 85% 
of the usability problems.” 

-Jakob Nielsen

“This is the ‘parabola of 
optimism.’” –Jared Spool

“Identify and fix as many 
issues as possible and 
verify the effectiveness of 
these fixes.” –M. Medlock

“[In CUE,] 70% of the 
usability findings … were 
unique.”-Rolf Molich



T H E  “ R I T E  M E T H O D ”  
P A P E R  ( 2 0 0 2 )  W A S  
G R O U N D B R E A K I N G

• Although the paper was originally rejected by 
CHI, it went on to be one of the most 
influential and impactful methodological 
contributions of the early 2000s.  Some of my 
takeaways were:

• Finding and fixing problems is the top 
purpose of usability studies

• Traditional validity, reliability and statistical 
power are less important than trying a new 
solution and testing it in the same study

• Some classes of findings don’t require 
multiple observations to be acted upon

• Major benefit of this kind of qualitative:  The 
Impact Ratio (Found:Fixed problems)

36



R I T E  I N S P I R E D  U S  T O  
W R I T E  A  P A P E R  A N D  
S U B M I T  T O  C H I  2 0 0 4 …
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The CHI 2004 Papers committee didn’t like it, because we 
(correctly) pointed out that researchers created this mess 
themselves!  You can have a copy here:  http://bit.ly/2FUj682



So, we simplified the paper to an article for 
User Experience, Volume 4, Issue 4, 2005: 

38

Criteria for a Valid Usability Issue 

•The participant is representative of the target users for the product.

•The difficulty stemmed from a behavior that was reasonable, given the product domain.

•You can clearly describe the problem or difficulty.

•You can clearly describe the impact of the difficulty.

•You can provide a rational account of the cause of the problem.



L E T ’ S  S E E  A N  E X A M P L E
S T I T C H F I X . C O M

39

http://stitchfix.com


StitchFix.com:  a styling service for … “everybody”?

40

http://StitchFix.com


S T I T C H F I X . C O M :  M I D D L E - A G E D  F E M A L E  ( I N  C O -
D I S C O V E R Y  S T U D Y )  I N T E R E S T E D  I N  N E W  F A S H I O N S ,  
F I L L I N G  O U T  T H E  S T I T C H F I X  S T Y L E  P R O F I L E …

41

http://stitchfix.com
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I S  T H I S  A  V A L I D  
I S S U E ?

• Representative user(s)?

• Difficulty stemming from reasonable 
behavior?

• Clear description of the problem?

• Clear description of the impact?

• Rational account of the cause(s) of the 
problem?

43



H E R E ’ S  W H Y  I T ’ S  A  
V A L I D  F I N D I N G :

• Target users include everyone 
interested in getting clothes this way

• Priming:  Users saw single-select 
repeatedly before the multi-select

• Form-filling behavior: Typically, users 
don’t read helper text unless they think 
they need it.  They just focus on the 
titles and form elements.

• Visual design of single-select and 
multiselect are non-standard and even 
look visually similar.

44



HAVE YOU EVER 
REPORTED A 
QUALITATIVE  
RESEARCH F INDING 
IN THIS  K IND OF 
WAY?

•“Four out of 10 
participants said they 
liked this feature.”

45



H O W  A B O U T  T H I S ?

•“Three of our 9 
participants had 
difficulty with this 
feature in our study.”

46



WHY?
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E M P H A S I Z I N G  N U M B E R S  I N  
A  Q U A L I T A T I V E  S T U D Y  
D O E S  M O R E  H A R M  T H A N  
G O O D

• Puts the focus on the number, not 
the quality of the experience

• It wrongly signals stakeholders to 
judge the validity based on the rules 
of quantitative research

• Qualitative research has different 
rules to determine its “validity”
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W H A T  D O  W E  M E A N  B Y  ( E X T E R N A L )  “ V A L I D I T Y ? ”

• Merriam-Webster:  the quality of being well-grounded, sound, or 
correct the validity of an argument/theory.  Example: “Other 
researchers have questioned the validity of the test results.”

• Validity of a (statistical) measure (Wikipedia):  the degree to which the 
tool measures what it claims to measure

• Qualitative validity (Cornell professor M.K. Trochim):  when 
“soundness” of qualitative research is achieved

• I suggest: “The extent to which the findings of a study can be 
generalized” (and therefore believed and acted upon)

49



L I N C O L N  &  G U B A  
( 1 9 8 5 )

• Seminal work on qualitative research 
traditions (in contrast to quantitative)

• Qualitative research focuses on 
natural settings, is interpretive and is 
context-specific

• Field studies fit into this category

50



L I N C O L N  &  G U B A ’ S  4  C R I T E R I A  F O R  
Q U A L I T A T I V E  R E S E A R C H ,  C O M P A R E D  T O  
Q U A N T I T A T I V E  C R I T E R I A

Put simply, you need:
• Breadth

• Depth

• Triangulation (method, 
source, analyst, 
theory/POV)

• Peer Debriefing

• Thick Description

51



T R A N S F E R A B I L I T Y

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of 
qualitative research can be generalized or transferred to other 
contexts or settings. From a qualitative perspective 
transferability is primarily the responsibility of the one doing 
the generalizing. The qualitative researcher can enhance 
transferability by doing a thorough job of describing the 
research context and the assumptions that were central to the 
research. The person who wishes to "transfer" the results to 
a different context is then responsible for making the 
judgment of how sensible the transfer is.

52

Source:  https://socialresearchmethods.net/kb/qualval.php



A R E  U S A B I L I T Y  
S T U D I E S  
N A T U R A L I S T I C ?

• Yes and no.

• We usually are interested in a “realistic” 
usage of the product

• But we script usability studies in a lab so 
that:

1. We have consistency among 
participants (for “control”); or

2. We can focus on the areas we are 
improving in the product at this time

• Being in a moderated usability study (lab 
or online) is convenient, but less natural

53

It is the job of the 
skilled design 

researcher to know 
when a finding is 

“transferable” to a 
domain outside of a 
usability study.  It is 
NOT (usually just) 

about numbers and 
statistics.



S O  W H A T  W O R K S  B E T T E R  T H A N  S E L L I N G  O R  
E X P L A I N I N G ?

• Involvement.

• Study planning, session participation, even analysis.

• Seeing is believing.  

• Even clips do better than explaining.



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



E B A Y  S E A R C H  W A S  H O R R I B L E  I N  T H E  E A R L Y  
2 0 0 0 s ,  A N D  E X E C S  D I D N ’ T  K N O W  W H Y

• Redesigned Search (aka “Finding”)

• Coordinated a Usability Study with a 
simultaneous A/B Test

• Results from Qualitative and Quantitative result 
were combined

• We finally understood why we got the results we 
did in A/B testing

• The first time Execs had NO follow-up questions



I T ’ S  2 0 1 1 - 2 0 1 5 ,  A N D  * T H I S *  I S  M Y  
C O M P A N Y ’ S  F L A G S H I P  P R O D U C T …
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P R O B L E M  # 1 :   T H E  U X  
W A S N ’ T  G R E A T

• “Hey, you know, this product makes a 
lot of money.”

• “The UI isn’t that bad, is it?”

• Few people actually like it – it was 
considered a necessity for the times we 
lived in

59

P R O B L E M  # 2 :   
P R O V I N G  T H I S  W A S  
H A R D

• Measuring UX on desktop software isn’t 
easy

• New devices (mobile security) emerging

• Data and metrics were not really UX-
related



S O ,  I  D I D  S O M E  E D U C A T I N G …
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I  E X P L A I N E D  W H A T  
U S E R  E X P E R I E N C E  
W A S …

61

User Experience



I  T A L K E D  
A B O U T  
R E S E A R C H  
&  D A T A …
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A N D  I  G O T  T H E  
F U N D S  T O  M E A S U R E  
O U R  U X



( T W O  M O N T H S  A N D  $ 1 0 0 K  
L A T E R … )
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I  H A D  E M P I R I C A L  U X  B E N C H M A R K  R E S U L T S !

• Execs LOVED it, even though with N = 42, there were very few statistically significant 
differences

• Design liked having it, but would have been just fine with a 3 week qualitative study

• Takeaway:  UX Benchmarks are not practical to conduct frequently or regularly
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“ Q U A N T I F I C A T I O N  B I A S ”

“The unconscious valuing of the measurable 
over the immeasurable.” 
        - Tricia Wang, Technology Ethnographer

66

“ T H I C K  D A T A ”

• “Quantifying is addictive.”

• “It’s very easy to throw out data that is 
not quantified.”

• “But the future we need to predict is 
very often not quantified.”

• “Thick and meaty data helps us 
understand the narrative of the human 
condition.”

• Big Data + Thick Data = Complete Picturehttps://www.ted.com/talks/tricia_wang_the_human_insights_missing_from_big_data?language=en



S H O U L D  Y O U  D O  B O T H  Q U A L I T A T I V E  A N D  
Q U A N T I T A T I V E ?

• If you have the time and money, then do it.

• Ensure that Qualitative and Quantitative mutually inform each other.

• Don’t make one better than the other.  They have different jobs to do.

• You can cycle between qual-quant-qual-quant and get a lot.

• Don’t forget about Behavior vs. Attitudinal and Context Of Use 
dimensions.



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



H E R E ’ S  W H A T  Y O U  H E A R  
A  L O T  O F  W H E N  
W O R K I N G  W I T H  
E X E C U T I V E S …

69



The insatiable demand for numbers…

70

• “You can’t manage what you can’t 
measure”

• “I need a dashboard to control my 
business”

• “How does our NPS compare?”

• “Invest in data scientists and big data”

• “I want to be more scientific”

• “Build, measure, learn”

• “The design needs to be validated”

Conversion rates, downloads, NPS, customer reviews, 
A/B testing performance, uptime, abandon rate, 
analytics data, path/click flows

Numbers… Any numbers?



Q: Where is the “User Experience?”

71

0 1 0 1 1 1 0 
1 1 0 1 1 0 0
1 1 0 0 1 0 1

Challenge:  How 
can you measure 

THESE?



Numbers and metrics can come from…
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USABILITY 
BENCHMARKING

Analytical methodsEmpirical studies

PURE
ONLINE
TESTING

HEURISTIC
EVALUATIONS*

*(e.g,.severity ratings)

…
an

d…



Measures of Ease through Analytical Methods using 
The PURE Method

(Practical Usability Rating by Experts)
Published at CHI 2016, San Jose, CA USA



P U R E :   A  W A Y  T O  A  “ F R I C T I O N  M E T R I C ”

74

PURE provides a cognitive load 
“score” based on :
1. A well-defined user type
2. A small set of “fundamental tasks”
3. The “performance” of those tasks 

(e.g., the Happy Path) for that user 
type, based on usability heuristics 
& UX design principles 

Like in golf, smaller numbers are 
better, and green is good.
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A N A L O G Y :   I N  P U R E ,  W E  J U D G E  A  S P E C I F I C  
P E R F O R M A N C E ,  A S  I N  S K A T I N G  &  G Y M N A S T I C S

• A panel of judges each 
silently rates a specific
performance they are all 
witnessing

• A known rubric defines how
much of a deduction results 
from a given mistake

• PURE rates every step,
as if it were a ”move”



The PURE step rubric is a simple 3 point scale:

76

“Don’t Make Me Think” “The User will likely fail/bail”



13

Task 2: Install

Task 1: Download

7

Task 3: Create Account
2

Task 4: Enroll & Agree
3

Task 5: Install Browser 
Extension

11

Task 6: Configure 
second device

1

Task 7: Deal with a 
problem identified

9

5

38Total Product PURE Score:
Version: x.y, User type: abc, Date: d/m/y

Only the most 
fundamental tasks 

are scored

Both the length 
(number of bars) and 

ease of use 
(numbers/colors)of 
the tasks are quickly 

discerned

Version, target user 
type and date are 
documented for 
comparison later

Each task gets a 
score and color. As 

in  golf, green is 
good, smaller 

numbers are better

Behind every rating 
and score, there are 
helpful reasons for 
the scores, which 

drive fixes

The whole product 
PURE score is driven 

by the task PURE 
scores

PURE: an Ease of Use Scorecard of the “friction” for the Target 
User going through the Happy Paths of a product’s handful of 
Fundamental Tasks:

77



13

Task 2: Install

Task 1: Download

7

Task 3: Create Account
2

Task 4: Enroll & Agree
3

Task 5: Install Browser 
Extension

11

Task 6: Configure 
second device

1

Task 7: Deal with a 
problem identified

9

5

38Total Product PURE Score:
Version: x.y, User type: abc, Date: d/m/y

Behind every rating and 
score, there are helpful 
reasons for the scores, 

which drive fixes

We can dig deeper on any given score
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Task 5: Install Browser 
Extension, Step #6

11

This Extensions tab from Safari 
settings comes out of nowhere after 

the previous step (unexpected)

The language used here is difficult 
for the target user to fully 

understand without significant 
effort.  (At least a benefit is 

explained, however.)

The dialogue box appears at the 
same time as the Safari settings tab, 
partially obscuring its content and 
masking the context the dialog is 

related to.

There are three choices, not 
uniformly spaced (so looks sloppy). 

Most problematic, it’s likely not 
clear to this user type what “Cancel” 

does at this point without some 
cognitive effort. 

After selecting the default button 
“Install from Gallery” both the 
dialogue and the Safari setting 
disappear and it appears not to 
have done anything (this issue is 
technically part of the next step)

Why was this step a red 3?

79



A  G O O D  C O M B O  O F  Q U A N T  A N D  Q U A L :
T H E  P U R E  S C O R E C A R D  +  S T E P  I N S I G H T S  D E C K  

80

• Quantification Bias provides face validity to PURE overall

• Metrics are derived in a legitimate way (like gymnastics 
judgements or grading a paper based on a rubric)

• Raters must be experienced in qualitative research, 
knowledgeable in UX principles, skilled in being objective 
and open, and willing to score themselves to improve

• Scorecard + Insights can become a roadmap of what to fix 
or study further (highly applicable output)



W H E R E  D O  T H E S E  D E S C R I P T I V E  
I N S I G H T S  C O M E  F R O M ?

81



F R O M  T H E  R A T E R S ’  
P R E V I O U S  Q U A L I T A T I V E  
R E S E A R C H  E X P E R I E N C E

• Domain-related expertise and 
knowledge accumulated

• Similar experiences observed

• Users similar to Target User Type 
studied

82

• Pattern recognition 

• Application of “heuristic evaluation”

• Basic knowledge of human-computer 
interaction theory, interaction design 
patterns, visual design principles, 
content strategy, etc.

T I E D  T O G E T H E R  W I T H  P E E R  D I S C U S S I O N  &  I N T E R - R A T E R  
R E L I A B I L I T Y  C A L C U L A T I O N S  D U R I N G  P U R E  S C O R I N G  

F R O M  T H E  R A T E R S ’  
U N D E R S T A N D I N G  O F  
U N D E R L Y I N G  U X  P R I N C I P L E S1 2

3



H O W  D O E S  T H I S  R E L A T E  T O  
V A L I D I T Y ?
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S U P E R F O R E C A S T I N G :   T H E  A R T  &  
S C I E N C E  O F  P R E D I C T I O N ,  B Y  
T E T L O C K  &  G A R D N E R  ( 2 0 1 6 )

• Superforecasting is a learnable skill, but the best tend 
to have these attributes:

• Philosophy: Cautious, humble, nondeterministic

• Thinking style:  Open-minded, intelligent, curious, 
reflective, numerate

• Work ethic:  Growth mindset and grit

• Keeping score (the Brier score) helps Forecasters 
improve
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H O W  T O  U S E  T H E S E  N U M B E R S  T O  
M O T I V A T E  A C T I O N  A N D  F O C U S  O N  
T H E  U X
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86

PURE SCORECARDS OVER TIME (VERSION OVER VERSION)



87

COMPETITIVE PURE SCORECARDS



EXAMPLE UX/PURE SCORECARDS 
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W H A T  S H O U L D  Y O U  K N O W  A B O U T  C R E A T I N G  
M Y  O W N  M E T R I C S ?

• It’s not simple, so take your time and iterate.

• But you can create something highly relevant to your organization.

• PURE is meant to be universal (for Ease of Use estimates).

• But we don’t yet have a universal way to assess User Needs.



S T R A T E G I E S  I ’ V E  U S E D  I N  T H E  P A S T  
( I N  T H I S  O R D E R ,  F O R  B E T T E R  O R  W O R S E )

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research

4. Develop Your Own Metrics

5. Lead With the Design Process



Q :  I S  D E S I G N  A  S C I E N C E  O R  H U M A N I T I E S ?



A L L  D E S I G N  P R O C E S S E S  U S E  I N S I G H T S ,  B U T  
H O W  E X A C T L Y ?

Source: 
UK Design Council

Source: IDEO

Source: NNGroup Source: zenXD and XD Strategy



H O W  I N S I G H T S  I M P A C T  T H E  D E S I G N  P R O C E S S



S O U N D S  L I K E  D E S I G N  T H I N K I N G ,  W H I C H  I S  A  G O O D  T H I N G

• Promoted by IDEO and Stanford University, it has created an avenue for user-centered 
design to be more relevant at the highest levels of business

• Essentially, Design Thinking focuses on solving problems in a human-centric way, rather 
than a tech-centric or product-centric manner
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A N D  Y O U  C A N  P O T E N T I A L L Y  T I E  T H I S  T O  
Y O U R  P R O D U C T  D E V E L O P M E N T  M E T H O D

Build

MeasureLearnLean UX

Agile/UX



S U M M A R Y  A N D  T A K E A W A Y S
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N O N E  A R E  P E R F E C T ,  B U T  A L L  H A V E  M E R I T

1. Teach Everyone About Research Methods
→ Read the room.  Not everyone wants to know it all.

2. Sell the Benefits of Qualitative Research
→ Focus on the why, involve stakeholders, show the work.

3. Conduct both Qualitative and Quantitative Research
→ Do both when you have the time and money.

4. Develop Your Own Metrics
→ The Quantification Bias works with many types of metrics.

5. Lead With the Design Process
→ Ultimately, it’s not about insights, but what can be designed and built.



T H A N K  Y O U !
C R @ X D S T R A T E G Y . C O M  
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PDF of these slides:
https://bit.ly/torchi-2023-09-27

mailto:cr@xdstrategy.com

