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In Which Doc Reveals the Benefits—and the
True Cost—of Usability Testing 

By Pete Bickford

It happens all the time. IÕll be sitting through some demo when the
programmer points to an object on screen and mouths those dreaded
words: ÒThis next part is kind of different, but it seemed like a neat
idea, so we went with it.Ó

The programmer then smiles gleefully
and proceeds to show off his Òinnovation.Ó
In the past, these Òkind of differentÓ fea-
tures have ranged from ghastly orange cus-
tom scroll bars to screens packed with
every Hayes modem setting known to man.
(Here, the programmer pointed to the hun-
dreds of checkboxes and radio buttons
while beaming, ÒSee! You can set them all
from one window!Ó)

Now, Ma Bickford always said that if you
canÕt say something nice, donÕt say anything
at all (a restraint that is virtually absent
from the human-interface profession). Nev-
ertheless, I do try to be tactful, and usually
respond with a hearty ÒGosh! ThatÕs really 
. . . interesting. What did your usability test-
ing say about it?Ó

At which point the programmer tends to
utter a complex stream of syllables that goes something like, ÒUh . . . err
. . . well . . . you know . . . we . . . uh . . . well . . .Ó ending in Ò. . . didnÕt
actually get a chance to do much testing on it.Ó

IÕm sure you, gentle reader, can imagine how surprised I am to 
hear this.

Testing Code Instead of Software
By now weÕve figured out as an industry that software ought toÑoh . . .
actually work if itÕs going to be sold to a customer. To ensure this, many
shops hire software testers at a ratio of at least 1:1 to their program-
mers. The idea is that programmers arenÕt very good at testing their
own code.

Strangely, the same shops often treat the actual usability of the soft-
ware as a sort of luxury that can safely be squeezed into the workload
of the programmers (whose lives tend to center around Toolbox traps
and obscure data structures). And although most developers have by
now at least heard the term usability testing, surprisingly little of their
code will ever be exposed to it. In this way, itÕs much like the word doc-
umentationÑsome ten or fifteen years ago.

Lab Coat Not Required
If we are even a little kind, we can safely assume that programmers real-
ly do care that the software they create is actually usable. When asked
why they donÕt check to make sure, the answers youÕll hear are general-
ly something like these:

¥ ÒUsability testing is too specialized/difficult.Ó
¥ ÒWe donÕt have the time.Ó
¥ ÒUsability testing costs a lot of money.Ó

All of these, I assure you, are vicious
lies spread by the makers of video cam-
eras and lab coats in conjunction with the
ever-powerful one-way mirror manufac-
turersÕ lobby. The truth is that some of
the most effective usability testing is
incredibly simple, takes only a few min-
utes, and costs only about $7 per subject.
Moreover, there is documented proof
that what you learn from doing usability
testing pays itself back many times over
by slashing your user support costs and
helping you avoid design pitfalls.

A Brief Lesson in Conducting a
Usability Test
The following are some instructions for
carrying out a basic usability test:

Step 1: Find a user. A real user (as in,
Òsomeone who will be using your systemÓ). If you canÕt find one of
these, find someone a lot like the people who will be using your sys-
temÑsomeone who has the same kind of technical and occupational
expertise. 

Caution: If youÕre developing an in-house system, resist the tempta-
tion to use a manager as a test subject, unless the actual system will be
used exclusively by managers. Too many designers give in to this temp-
tation, since the real users are considered Òtoo busyÓ or Ònot important
enoughÓ to participate in a usability test. So instead they send their
managers, a system is designed around them, and the result is some-
thing unusable by the rank and file. 

Step 2: Set the user down with a drawing or prototype of your sys-
tem. The important thing about prototypes is to remember that they
are not Òreal.Ó They should be designed quickly and thrown away
quickly.  The prototype only needs to be good enough to get the
basic ideas across.

Step 3: Explain to users that youÕre there to find the areas of the
system that are confusing or difficult, and that any place they run into
trouble is an opportunity for you to make the system better. ÒMis-
takesÓ are not the userÕs faultÑthey just point out trouble spots in the
system.
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Step 4: Ask users to perform a set task using the system. Explain to
them that you will not be offering any help, and that they should
Òthink aloudÓ so you can tell what theyÕre thinking as they try to work
the system.

Step 5: Watch users quietly and note the areas where they do unex-
pectedly well or where they run into trouble. And hereÕs the hardest
part: You absolutely must resist the temptation to give ÒhintsÓ or point
out parts of the system that they Òoverlooked.Ó

Step 6: At the end, ask them about the areas of the system that
you noted, then thank them and give them a project T-shirt for their
trouble.

Step 7: Use the results.
Total time for the test: usually under 30 minutes.
Total cash outlay: $7 per user (for the T-shirts).
If youÕre keen on spending money, you can hire consultants and do

a lot of videotaping behind one-way glass; however, youÕll get 90 per-
cent of the benefit by just using the above techniques. The important
thing is to get out there and Òjust do it.Ó If you try an interface out on
four people, youÕll usually find three of them hitting the same prob-
lems. Any such problem will need to be fixed (or, if thereÕs nothing that
can be done, at least documented).

Win Friends and Change Minds
Usability testing finds problems with your product that you never could
have guessed were there. For instance, youÕll sometimes discover that
wording that is natural to you gives entirely the wrong impression to a
regular user. Other times, youÕll find that buttons and menus that seem
obvious to you are ignored or overlooked by users who either donÕt
notice them or donÕt interpret them as being important to solving the
problem at hand. ItÕs these little things that add up to a sense of anxiety
and confusion on the part of the user. A few minutes spent fixing these
things can make all the differenceÑbut first you have to know that the
problems are there.

Usability testing is also useful from a political level within an organiza-
tion. For one, itÕs the evidence that matters when trying to settle an argu-
ment between different design approaches. Engineers of good conscience
can have hellacious battles arguing which interface design is the best for
solving a given problem. Although designs can take hundreds of hours to
code, a few hours of usability testing can often settle the question.

Another thing to remember is that usability testing can be wonder-
ful public relations for your project. By taking the time to go out and
recruit target users to help in your usability testing and product design,
youÕll have gone a long way toward spreading goodwill and the sense
that you really care about your customersÕ needs.

The All-Important Paradox of Usability Testing
There is, however, one great paradox to usability testing: Although you
can use it to find out from users what went wrong, itÕs usually unpro-
ductive to then ask them how to make the design right. Users, as much
as we love them, are not designersÑthey seldom have knowledge of
the technical possibilities for solving a problem in the optimal way.

So, given a really unusable system, theyÕll generally suggest a system
exactly like it as a solutionÑwith the one or two things that bugged
them the most changed in some way. In the pre-Macintosh days, you
often heard users ask for smaller type so that they could see more
information on the screen at one time (remember 132-column
screens?). Thankfully, the designers of the Macintosh looked beyond
the immediate request (smaller characters) to the underlying need (to
see more data) and created a system where you could view information
using multiple windows. The lesson: While you need to notice what the
userÕs problems are, you as a designer are responsible for looking
beyond the surface to discover the underlying issues and offering a
real solution.

Keeping Us Honest
Well-organized development teams include marketers, engineers,
graphic artists, documentation folksÑand, yes, human-interface design-
ers. Over the course of the project, itÕs almost guaranteed that argu-
ments are going to arise over some aspect of the human interface. And,
though the human-interface designer will often have the best solution
(I naturally offer myself as a shining example of this), nobody on the
team has a monopoly on the truth.

In the end, there is only one judge of how good the human interface
is, and that person is the user. By doing usability testing on your prod-
uct in the development stage, you stand a much better chance of pass-
ing muster when your product is Òusability testedÓ in the marketplace.

Best wishes,
Doc

This monthÕs article is a reprint of Pete BickfordÕs June 1994 column.
Unfortunately for us, Pete has left Apple to pursue other opportunities.
We thank him for over four years of excellent columns on human-
interface issues. Look for a book from him, tentatively titled Easy to
Use: A DeveloperÕs Guide to the Art of Human Interface Design, to be
published later this year by Academic Press Professional. You can
reach Pete at pbickford@human-computing.com.
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