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You are launching a new website, your first big project 
as the Chief Information Officer at a large corporation. Your 
new website launches—and it’s a flop. Organic traffic starts 
declining. Existing customers start leaving at a faster rate 
than you can bring in new ones. The bottom line is affected. 
The CEO has questions. What happened? How can you fix it? 
And is there anything you could have done to prevent this? 
 
In our 20 years of digital design experience, we’ve seen that 
the most common reason for this kind of scenario is a lack 
of user testing and research before wide release. The good 
news is that you can recover from this or drastically reduce 
the risk of it happening to you if you invest in user research. 
Our aim is to help you understand what user research is, 
why it is so important, and how you can plan and budget for 
it. We can promise you this—once you start getting real user 
insights, you’ll never want to skip user research again! 
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What is user research?
In the context of website or application design, user 
research is the process of learning about the way people 
who use your website think and behave in the context of 
the real world and the reasons for that behavior. This arms 
you with the information you need to design a website that 
better serves your users and creates lift in key areas of 
engagement. 

As you might expect, user research involves — gasp!—talking 
to people. There is no substitute. The good news is that this 
doesn’t have to be difficult. And user research can easily 
be done remotely, which is more important now than ever 
considering COVID-19.
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Why is user research important 
for web design? Why do it?

People make all kinds of excuses for not doing user 
research, but the bottom line is that user research is 
important for website design because websites are used 
by people and people are unique and complex. That makes 
unvalidated assumptions about customers particularly 
dangerous.  

Designing a website that actually meets verified user needs 
will make your customers feel seen and understood, like 
you just “get them,” and a good user experience has been 
proven to positively impact your bottom line. A study done 
by Forrester found that for every $1 invested in UX, a 
business will see a return of between $2 and $100—that’s 
between a 100% and 9000% return on your investment. 

In another example, Jared Spool, an American writer and  
founding principal of User Interface Engineering, proved the 
value of user research when research led his team to change 
a button on a form, resulting in a major ecommerce retailer 
earning $300 million more dollars in revenue the first year 
after the design change. 

There are other benefits to designing a good user experience 
beyond revenue gains, too—like a reduction in support calls, 
a reduction in wasted development time, and an increase in 
customer satisfaction.

https://medium.com/mule-design/its-never-a-good-time-to-do-research-1ef719158980/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://medium.com/mule-design/its-never-a-good-time-to-do-research-1ef719158980/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://go.forrester.com/blogs/15-04-20-forresters_customer_experience_index_spring_2015_the_start_of_a_whole_new_ball_game/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://go.forrester.com/blogs/15-04-20-forresters_customer_experience_index_spring_2015_the_start_of_a_whole_new_ball_game/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.uie.com/
https://articles.uie.com/three_hund_million_button/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://articles.uie.com/three_hund_million_button/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.experiencedynamics.com/blog/2014/07/making-strong-business-case-roi-ux-infographic/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.experiencedynamics.com/blog/2014/07/making-strong-business-case-roi-ux-infographic/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux


7

What is the risk of not doing 
user research or usability 
testing?

The risk you take by not doing research is that your project 
will fail to achieve the goals you have set out for it—or worse 
yet, perform much worse than a prior iteration. The risks are 
compounded the larger and more complex your website is 
because there are more assumptions that could go without 
validation on these efforts. One Forrester study found that 
70% of digital projects fail due to a lack of user acceptance. 

 
You can avoid adding your project to that list by planning 
for and prioritizing some level of user research and usability 

FIG 1.1: Don’t assume what your users will understand

https://www.forrester.com/report/Rich+Internet+Application+Errors+To+Avoid/-/E-RES46114#/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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testing as part of the design process. No client of ours has 
ever regretted investing in user research—there is always 
a new insight or a deeper understanding to be gained that 
benefits the organization even beyond the website project.

 

Okay, you’re convinced. Now, 
what exactly do you research? 

You have a budget to think about, so it’s important to know 
the right stuff to research. Don’t waste your time asking a 
lot of questions that aren’t relevant to your design project. 
Clearly defining your research questions is a critical step 
in the user research process, which we’ll discuss later on. 
Erika Hall, a recognized expert in User Experience Design 
(UX), describes the four areas of context that are important 
to understand about your users before embarking on a new 
design project in her book, Just Enough Research.

Physical environment 
When you consider the user’s physical environment, you 
can design to optimize use for certain physical scenarios. 
For example, if you’re designing a food-related website that 
includes recipes—are people reading the instructions while 
cooking? While grocery shopping? Do they print them out? 
Are they viewing them on an iPad? Are their hands covered 
in flour after Step 4? You can imagine how the answers 
to all of these questions start to influence design and 
functionality decisions.

https://abookapart.com/products/just-enough-research/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Mental model 
Your mental model is the way you think about how to do 
things. It’s your understanding of the way things work. It’s 
hard to change someone’s mental model, so it’s important 
to understand where your users are coming from and how 
they get things done today, so you can figure out where 
you fit in. Are your users comfortable with using voice 
commands? If an ingredient is not available, is a person 
more likely to substitute it or leave it out completely? 
How do people search for recipes—title of a dish or by 
ingredients on hand?

FIG 1.2: A user’s context is an important part of usability considerations

https://www.expandtheroom.com/mental-models-why-they-are-getting-in-your-way/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Habits 
Habits are notoriously hard to change, but not impossible. 
What existing habits do users have that you can tap into? 
Is cooking a daily habit or is this new? Where does cooking 
currently fit into their weekly routine? What about grocery 
shopping? How do they plan meals today? How do they 
usually find recipes online?

Relationships 
It’s helpful to remember that people do not exist in 
isolation. We all navigate complex social relationships in our 
day-to-day life. How many people is the person cooking for? 
Is the person who does the cooking the same one who finds 
the recipe? How about grocery shopping...who’s responsible 
for that?

What user research methods 
should you use?

We typically recommend using a mix of different 
quantitative and qualitative methods to see patterns of 
behavior (the “whats”) and then to better understand and 
hypothesize reasons for these patterns (the “whys”). 

These types of insights allow you to create a website that 
truly takes into account the needs of your target audience, 
increasing the odds that they will come back and perhaps 
even become brand evangelists. Conversely, if you don’t do 
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user research, you could miss something about your target 
audience that caused them to lose trust in your brand. And 
it can take a long time to earn someone’s trust back.

In our experience, these are the user research methods 
every marketer needs to have in their toolkit to help you 
better understand your audience. 

User interviews 
To research how users think and feel. We recommend doing 
five 30-minute, one-on-one interviews for each priority user 
group.

Keyword research 
To uncover user search intent, learn about how users think, 
what language they use to find your website and competitor 
websites

Google Analytics or other traffic data 
To learn about how users behave on your existing website

Heatmaps, surveys, and polls 
To learn about how users behave, think, and feel within the 
context of using your existing website

Card sorting and tree testing 
To learn about how users think about organizing different 
topics and get insight into the specific language they use
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Customer service/feedback records 
To uncover user frustrations with the existing product or 
service

Customer reviews on Google and elsewhere online 
To learn about how users perceive an existing company or 
brand

Usability/User testing 
To learn about how users behave and think when using an 
existing product or when using early design prototypes, can 
be moderated or unmoderated (read about the usability 
testing we did for for an interactive touchscreen experience)

Observational research 
To observe how users behave and think in their natural 
environment (read about the on-location research we did 
before designing an airline booking platform and cruise 
check-in application)

What is usability testing (aka 
user testing)?

Usability testing, often referred to as user testing, is the 
process of testing a person’s ability to complete a task on a 
website or other digital product. It’s a form of user research 
that’s about making sure the website actually delivers on 
meeting the user needs you identified in earlier research. 

https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/nyrr-runcenter/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/nyrr-runcenter/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/sita/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/from-sidewalk-to-ship-in-record-time/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/from-sidewalk-to-ship-in-record-time/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Usability testing helps to ensure the website design allows 
the user to accomplish the tasks we identified as being top 
priorities through earlier user research. The focus here is on 
testing the website, not the user’s ability. It’s about making 
sure the product does what it’s supposed to do. 

When we identify usability issues through testing, we’re able 
to make design adjustments to further reduce the risk of 
launching a new website that does not work for your users. 
If you create a website that doesn’t actually meet the needs 
of your customers, then you run the risk of losing existing 
customers and not attracting as many new ones. Usability 
testing can be moderated or unmoderated and can be 
conducted in person or remotely.

Unmoderated usability testing is when you prepare a 
usability test in advance and user testers complete it on 
their own time, independently, without being guided or 
observed. 

• Good for navigation testing or information finding

• Good for A/B testing

Moderated usability testing is when a researcher is present 
with the user (in-person or via Zoom, etc.) and guides them 
through the usability test, observing them completing the 
tasks and asking questions where appropriate to glean more 
insight into why users do what they do.
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• Good for more complex functionality testing

• Good for messaging testing

The Rainbow Spreadsheet Method is a great way to 
visualize common occurrences in usability testing and 
highlight patterns across users.

Usability testing is particularly valuable further along in the 
design process, once you have a workable design prototype. 
Usability testing for top tasks during the UX and Design 
phases of a website design project help to identify any 
problem areas in the design so the team can iron them out 
prior to entering the development phase. Testing reduces 
the risk that a new website will go live that has a negative 
impact on the user experience. Usability testing can also be 
a great way to help you measure the success of your design 
project and further improve results.

FIG 1.3: The Rainbow Spreadsheet Method

https://www.nngroup.com/videos/analyzing-qualitative-data-spreadsheet/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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It’s a myth that user research must be a tremendously 
costly and drawn-out effort in order to be effective. You 
don’t need a dedicated usability lab or to spend thousands 
of dollars on eye-tracking hardware to talk to your users. 
Users are more comfortable meeting virtually than ever, and 
new tools are popping up every day to help your research 
effort. 

Getting started with user research is easier and more cost-
effective than ever—good news, because it’s vital to building 
a successful product. Next, we’ll help you understand 
how much you should budget for user research on your 
next project so that you can weigh these costs against the 
additional value that it will provide to your business. You’ll 
be happy to learn that you don’t need to spend a lot to get 
actionable insights.
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How much does user research 
cost?

The most important part of user research is making sure you 
are talking to people who truly fit your target audience—not 
just testing prototypes with your coworkers and friends for 
their opinions.

Recruiting users can be the most expensive part of the 
research process, depending on how many people you need 
and how specialized of an audience they are. The price 
comes down to two factors:

• The cost of incentives for the user participating in the 
research, and

• The tool you are using to recruit these users

FIG 2.1: User research does always require a huge budget

https://measuringu.com/sample-size-designs/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Some tools, like UserTesting.com, build in the cost of 
recruiting to their platforms. However, you’ll have more 
control over your participants by recruiting yourself.

User incentives for participating 
in your study

If you are recruiting participants yourself, it is important to 
consider incentives when pricing the project. An incentive 
is the compensation you provide a research participant 
for their time, and considering the immense value their 
insights will bring to your product, incentives shouldn’t be 
skimped on. The incentive is what attracts a user to want to 
participate in your study, so a higher incentive will result in 
a larger pool of higher quality candidates to choose from. 
Professionals in high earning fields will generally require 
a larger incentive than other consumers to be persuaded 
to participate. Depending on your product, you may be 
able to offer a non-monetary incentive participants will be 
interested in, like free or beta access to your product. 

UserInterviews.com has a great breakdown of the 
appropriate incentives to pay participants based on the type 
of study:

https://www.usertesting.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/the-ultimate-guide-to-user-research-incentives/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.userinterviews.com/blog/the-ultimate-guide-to-user-research-incentives/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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User recruiting methods 

Let’s breakdown the costs of a few recruiting methods out 
there and their pros and cons.

 
Tap into your existing user base

The best place to find research participants who are likely to 
use your product is through your product itself. Do you have 
an email list you could send a blast to about an upcoming 
study opportunity? Or, you could use a popup or banner on 
your website advertising your incentive for participating like 
we did for American Kennel Club.

FIG 2.2: Example incentives to pay user testing participants. UserInterviews.com

https://expandtheroom.com/case_studies/american-kennel-club/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://expandtheroom.com/case_studies/american-kennel-club/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Recruiting Cost: Free + the cost of participant incentives 
 
• Pros: Actual product users; no recruiting tool fees 
 
• Cons: Time-consuming to recruit; need to configure 
   scheduling and incentive payments yourself

FIG 2.3: On-site recruitemet methods like surveys can be easy and low-cost
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Use a stand-alone recruiting tool

 
Many recruiting tools exist to connect participants of all 
demographics and backgrounds to researchers wanting to 

FIG 2.4: Recruiting tools can be used to find participants for user testing
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talk to them. We prefer this option when it’s not possible 
to recruit a product’s user base directly. We’ve found that 
the participant pool is pretty diverse and you can use a 
combination of demographic filters and screener questions 
to find participants pretty close to your target audience, 
even if they’re niche. Two of our favorite recruiting tools are 
UserInterviews.com and Respondent.io. Normally these 
types of services charge a fee on top of the incentives you’ll 
pay directly to the participants. 

Recruiting Cost: Service charge + the cost of participant 
incentives. For example, Respondent.io charges a 50% 
service charge based on the cost of the incentive, so if you 
paid an interview participant $100 the total cost would be 
$150 for that interview. There’s no additional platform or 
project fees as of writing. 

• Pros: Large database of high quality participants; helps to 
handle scheduling and payment 

• Cons: Potential that someone isn’t who they say they are; 
audience not actual users of your product; pricier

https://www.userinterviews.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.respondent.io/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Use a research tool with a recruiting option

 
If you choose to go the route of using a research tool like 
UsabilityHub.com or UserTesting.com to help conduct your 
research, often they include an option to tap into their user 

FIG 2.5: Many research tools have built in participant pools
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base to run the tests. While this option might work if you’re 
looking for the opinion of a broad target audience, we’ve 
found that this option doesn’t give you enough precision if 
you want to recruit for demographics beyond the basics like 
age and gender. The price varies greatly depending on the 
type of research the tool offers. We’ll discuss their costs in 
the next section.

Recruiting Cost: Varies, but generally in the $1 to $6 range

• Pros: All-in-one access to both testing tool and recruiting; 
easy to set up

• Cons: Limited database of participants; hard to target 
specific user types 
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Buy digital ads

 
 
 

When we need a lot of participants for quantitative 
research such as a survey, we sometimes turn to digital 

FIG 2.6: Digital ads can be a great tool for large-scale recruitment
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ads. Platforms like Facebook, Reddit, and other social 
media can offer an inexpensive way to access users of a 
certain demographic with specific targeting options. If you 
want to survey pet owners, it’s as easy as selecting this as 
an interest for the audience or finding a subreddit they’d 
frequent. In addition to paying for the ad, you still need to 
think of an incentive to entice ad viewers to click — we’ve 
done giveaway drawings for survey participants. 

Recruiting Cost: Ad cost varies depending on complexity of 
audience and participants needed, budget $100-200 for the 
ad + cost of participant incentive 

• Pros: Low cost; access to a large audience; advanced 
targeting capabilities

• Cons: Time to set up ad account and create and target the 
ad
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Find them out in the world, online or off 

 
 
This last recruiting method is sometimes known as “guerrilla 
research” — going out into the wild to find your participants 
in their natural habitats and politely and professionally 
approaching them with a quick prototype or a survey. 
Offline, this could involve going to a location where users 
frequent — for our client HeliNY we talked to passengers 
at the helicopter launch pad and to hotel concierges 
recommending the product. For New York Road Runners we 
studied people using the product in the RUNCENTER space. 
Online, this might involve finding people to talk to on forums 
or groups for the topic of your product — just be wary of the 
community’s rules and don’t be spammy.

Recruiting Costs: Free + the cost of any incentives

• Pros: Quick; inexpensive

• Cons: You may not find the people you need

FIG 2.7: In person “out in the wild” participant recruiting can be a successful way to find   
 real users in their natural habitats

https://uxmastery.com/guerrilla-ux-research/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://uxmastery.com/guerrilla-ux-research/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/success-stories/heliny/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/success-stories/nyrr-runcenter/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nyrr.org/runcenter?https://www.nyrr.org/runcenter&gclid=Cj0KCQiA-rj9BRCAARIsANB_4ABCGZCo221lHD3kavIk7lcOduh4tnoA3xsQZHy6bgwprSKKdIje6UEaAshcEALw_wcB/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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How does insourcing or 
outsourcing impact your user 
research costs?

Let’s say you’re conducting a medium-sized research effort 
for your product’s upcoming redesign that consists of:

• 10 user interviews at 30 minutes each (we find that it can 
be hard to see commonalities with less than 10) 

• Usability testing of the current product (same rule of 10+ 
here)

• Tree testing of the site’s current navigation (we 
recommend a sample size of no less than 50)

• On-site survey

Outsourcing user research to an experienced 
partner like ExpandTheRoom

The cost of outsourcing the user research effort described 
above to an experienced partner like ETR will depend 
on your unique needs and complexities, but using a lean 
approach, it can be as inexpensive as $15,000 for a solid 
base-level study. By working with a partner like ETR, you’ll 
gain the benefit of an experienced team of professionals 
who will take care of setup and uncovering insights, so the 



29

difference should be well worth it. 

Any of the research methods can end up being standalone 
as well. For example, you may not need an entire research 
package but instead just want to make sure usability testing 
is incorporated into the development of a new product 
feature, in which case the pricing can run you somewhere 
around $3,000-$4,000 per iteration. The research efforts 
discussed above are just some examples of a myriad of 
techniques to use when conducting user research that can 
be scaled and repeated throughout the design process.

• Pros: Expert research team to set up studies and analyze 
results; saves a lot of time; surfaces actionable insights; 
often delivers the highest ROI

• Cons: More expensive than doing it yourself; requires time 
and effort to onboard partner

DIY cost for user research

Here is a breakdown of sample costs for a DIY effort if using 
some of the methods for recruiting and testing discussed 
above. The time estimates assume your researcher is 
experienced with these methods — expect to add 5-10 more 
hours to each method to account for a learning curve if not. 

In order to conduct testing yourself, you’ll often have to rely 
on user research tools and services, which add an additional 
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cost. These tools can help save time by handling parts of 
the setup and running the research. Some of the services 
often part of a standard toolkit include Usability Hub, 
Optimal Workshop, Hotjar, and UserTesting. We’ll include an 
estimate of these tools’ costs in our breakdown of the DIY 
cost.

External Expense: $1.5k 

Internal Effort: Around 
20-25 hours to prep, 
conduct, and unpack 
interviews 
Calculated using Respondent.io for 
recruiting with an incentive of $100 per 
participant for 10 participants— they 
charge a 50% service fee.

External Expense: $139-
$239 

Internal Effort: Around 
15-20 hours for setup 
and analyzing result 
Calculated using Hotjar for running the 
survey and ads for recruiting — it would 
be less if you use your own audience

Estimating 50 Responses 

External Expense: $566 

Internal Effort: Around 
15-20 hours for setup 
and analyzing results 
Calculated using Optimal Workshop for 
recruiting and running the test 50 times

External Expense: $490 

Internal Effort: Around 
25-30 hours to prep, 
conduct, and unpack 
sessions 
Calculated using UserTesting.com for 
both recruiting and testing with 10 
users

Interview Cost Survey Cost

Tree Testing Cost Usability Testing Cost

https://usabilityhub.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.hotjar.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.usertesting.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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If you value your internal team’s time at around $75/hour, 
then your total cost is $10,125.

• Pros: Saves a bit of money up-front; opportunity to learn 
about and repeat processes yourself 

• Cons: Takes up more of your time; runs the risk of 
inactionable results if you aren’t experienced with 
recruiting and asking the right questions; more risk than 
working with a proven partner

Ultimately, if you have a team experienced in user research 
and need to save money up-front, the DIY approach might 
make the most sense. But if your budget allows, consider 
engaging with a team of expert researchers. The bottom 
line is that DIY testing may be cheaper, but without an 
experienced research team it will be difficult and time-
consuming to recruit, set up the study correctly, interpret 
results, and make actionable next steps. There’s no 
substitute for an experienced team with a track record of 
results.

External Expense:  ~$3,000 

Internal Effort: ~95 hours of time

Total DIY Approach Cost
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No matter the size and budget for your user research 
plan, interviews should play a major part in it. Talk to the 
people whose thoughts and opinions are most important 
to the end result — both stakeholders, who are crucial to 
understanding the goals and inner workings of a product, 
and end users, whose needs, goals, and values must be 
understood in order to make it effective. It is important to 
get into specifics about your product’s unique context as 
well. 

How can you effectively come up with all of the questions 
you need to ask?

Enter the Research Questionnaire Canvas, a tool we use at 
ETR to brainstorm research questions to ask in interviews 

https://media.expandtheroom.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/ETR_Research_Questionnaire_Template.pdf/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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that ensures we’ll get the answers to what we need to 
know. This tool is adapted from the Service Design Toolkit. 
We make one of these for every person we interview, both 
stakeholders and end users. 

Identify the knowns and 
unknowns

The first step in the canvas is to use the Knowns and 
Unknowns Framework to assess what we know and don’t 
know about our specific product research topic. Essentially 
we’re asking ourselves to think like Socrates when he 
said “I know that I know nothing”. We’re challenging our 
preconceived knowledge and identifying what is left to 
learn.

FIG 3.1: Known and Unknowns Framework for devising research questions

https://www.servicedesigntoolkit.org/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://uxdesign.cc/the-knowns-and-unknowns-framework-for-design-thinking-6537787de2c5/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://uxdesign.cc/the-knowns-and-unknowns-framework-for-design-thinking-6537787de2c5/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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First, we write down all of the “known knowns” — things 
we know that we know. A piece of information written in 
this bucket is not meant to be checked off as something 
we don’t need to know anything more about, but rather a 
hypothesis we need to confirm in the interview. We do this 
to avoid moving forward on assumptions and to make sure 
all of our interviewees are on the same page as us. 

Next, we look at known unknowns — things we know that 
we don’t know. What insights are missing in our knowledge 
base? What do we hope to learn from our interviews? 

Of course there are also unknown unknowns and unknown 
knowns, but by definition we are not aware of them, so 
they’re not exactly parts of this framework we can write 
down. Hopefully, in time as the design process moves 
onward, these hidden unknowns will become apparent. 

Frame questions through 
different lenses

Once we have written an exhaustive list of each of these 
categories — and really take the time to think of as many as 
possible — it is time to write the questions.

While some of what we just wrote down might have been in 



36

question format, they’re not yet written to be an appropriate 
question for our interviewees. Nebulous questions do not 
produce great insights. Asking, “what would make you want 
to buy and use this app every day?” might be the unknown 
you seek to answer, but asking it in this way will get a fuzzy 
answer.

Instead, let’s seek to answer this unknown by asking a 
number of questions that address the desired insight from 
a few different lenses. These lenses are facts, objectives, 
emotions, and ideas.

Lens 1 - Facts

Facts address the ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘when’, ‘where’, and ‘how’. 
If your unknown is ‘What would motivate someone to use 
a monthly clothing delivery service?’ You might break this 
down into questions that give you greater context of the 
user’s situation. 

 • “Where do you normally shop for clothes?”

 • “Who, if anyone, helps you?” 

• “When do you go shopping?” 

• “How often do you normally buy new clothes?”, etcetera.

 During this question brainstorming phase, try to focus on 
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quantity and then groom later. 

Lens 2 - Objectives

Objectives focus on the ‘why.’ With this section we’re 
trying to identify goals and motivations. The questions 
don’t literally need to begin with ‘why’, but they are less 
straightforward than the previous ‘facts’ category. Sticking 
with our unknown, ‘‘What would motivate someone to use 
a monthly clothing delivery service?’ Some good objective 
based questions might be, 

• “Think about the last place you bought clothes, why did 
you choose that particular store?”

 • “Walk me through your shopping experience and how you 
decided what to buy.”

Asking for specific examples of an experience can make it 
easier for someone to provide details about their thought 
process. 

Lens 3 - Emotions

The next category for framing questions is ‘emotions’. 
Emotion-based questions are a powerful way to understand 
motivators and a user’s point-of-view. Two examples in this 
scenario might be:
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• “How do you feel about the idea of someone else making 
style choices for you?”

• “When you realize it’s time to buy new clothes, how do you 
feel?”

Be sure to avoid leading questions, especially in this 
category. You want to avoid prescribing emotions to your 
interviewee in the question, for example, “Do you get 
excited when you receive a package in the mail?” 

Lens 4 - Ideas

Lastly, there is the ‘ideas’ category. Often an interviewee 
who is familiar with the problem you’re trying to solve will 
have a few of their own ideas on what to do about it. Few 
people you talk to will be trained designers with enough 
knowledge of your business and problem space to come up 
with a great solution on the fly, but don’t discount the ideas 
they do have. Ideas from a stakeholder or end user provide 
insight into how they are thinking about the problem and 
what they wish could be solved. Considering the thinking 
behind these ideas can contribute to your eventual solution. 
An example ideas question could be:

• “If you could change one thing about your wardrobe, what 
would you change?”
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Repeat and organize with the 
Research Questionnaire Canvas

Repeat this process with each known known and known 
unknown you wrote down previously and you should be left 
with an abundance for useful product research questions. 
The next step is to groom and organize these questions 
into an interview script and to conduct the interviews. 
Facilitating an effective interview from your questions is 
another skill entirely, so be sure to brush up on interview 
best practices as well.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/user-interviews/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/user-interviews/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Continuously 

Test and Measure 
to Continuously 
Improve Results

CHAPTER THREE
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After you’ve done your interviews, you’ll set out to 
produce your first prototype—a hypothesis of sorts for the 
experience that you believe will have the most impact on the 
project’s goals.  

To help you gauge this impact and to get data-driven buy-
in from stakeholders,  it’s critical to define and measure 
against a set of design success metrics. 

At ExpandTheRoom, we have a phased approach to 
the design process called Purpose-Driven Design, and 
we incorporate design measurement throughout the 
entire process. Our work using UX metrics to measure 
improvement has been featured in the Nielsen Norman 
Group report, “UX Metrics and ROI.” 

https://www.expandtheroom.com/digital-design-process/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/reports/ux-metrics-roi/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/reports/ux-metrics-roi/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Define your metrics

Before you are able to start measuring design, you need to 
define the metrics, or data points, you will be tracking. To 
figure out what metrics to track, you need to ask yourself:

“What problem is our design trying to solve? What is the 
outcome we want to see?”

To give an example of this process we’ll use HeliNY, a 
helicopter tour company we partnered with. HeliNY offers 
award-winning sightseeing tours of the magnificent NYC 
skyline and charters in the NYC area, and they needed a new 
website. We started our process with stakeholder and user 
interviews to uncover the pain points of the existing website. 
We discovered that the booking process was considered 
difficult by customers. The tour information itself led to 
confusion and the booking form was difficult to fill out, 
leading to drop off. Additionally, HeliNY was concerned 
with the perception of their brand, and wanted the redesign 
to establish the brand as modern and luxurious. From 
these pain points, we devised different metrics to measure 
throughout the process: perceived ease of understanding 
of tour information, drop off rate and perceived ease of use 
for the booking form, and brand word associations. We’ll 
continue to reference how this project exemplifies our 
measuring process throughout this article, and you can find 
the HeliNY case study on our website.

https://heliny.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/case_studies/heliny/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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It is important to remember when choosing metrics to track 
that you shouldn’t craft your design solely to see a positive 
outcome on your metric. As Goodhart’s law states: 

“When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good 
measure”

Use metrics as a yardstick and not a goal post. There 
are countless metrics you can choose to measure for a 
project and choosing the right ones depends entirely on 
your organization’s unique goals. At ETR, we work with our 
clients to develop these unique project metrics. Google’s 

FIG 4.1: HeliNY.com tour booking website

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goodhart%27s_law/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/google-s-heart-framework-for-measuring-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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HEART framework is a good place to start brainstorming 
what metrics make sense for you.

Choose a measurement method

After establishing metrics to track, the next step is to decide 
how you want to measure. There are many methods for 
conducting user research and measuring design, as we’ve 
discussed.  Let’s dive deeper into analytics, surveys, tree 
testing, and usability testing, which are particularly helpful 
when comparing before and after a change. The method 
you choose will largely depend on the type of metric you’re 
collecting, and at ETR we usually use a combination of these 
methods. 

FIG 4.2: HEART Framework. Source: MeasuingU

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/google-s-heart-framework-for-measuring-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://measuringu.com/heart-framework/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Analytics

Analytics is the easiest of these methods to dive into. As 
long as you have properly set up and goal-specific metrics 
being tracked in a tool like Google Analytics, Adobe 
Analytics, Hotjar, etc, you pretty much just have to sit back 
and wait for traffic to come in, provided you have enough 
visitors to get data representative of your audience in a 
reasonable amount of time.  The challenge comes later with 
learning how to interpret the data in a meaningful way. 

Choose analytics when you want to measure user 
interactions on your product, such as acquisition 
(where they’re coming from), what content leads to goal 
completions, and whether they’re using your product’s 
features. 

FIG 4.3: Measurement methods for conducting research
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Analytics can only take us so far — this method tells us who 
is visiting, what they’re interacting with, where they came 
from and where they’re going. What it can’t tell us is why 
they’re doing what they’re doing. Knowing why can help you 
further understand your users, their pain points, and how 
to make a better design moving forward. Because of this 
we recommend combining analytics with other methods 
to measure design from different angles, a process known 
as triangulation. The following three methods can be used 
in conjunction with analytics to help you triangulate your 
research. 

FIG 4.4: Analytics dashboard for measuring site visitors

https://measuringu.com/triangulate-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://measuringu.com/triangulate-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux


47

Surveys

Surveys are deceptively easy. As Erika Hall states, “Surveys 
are the most dangerous research tool — misunderstood and 
misused.” But when done right, surveys can be a valuable 
way to collect data on the perceptions of website visitors, 
especially when tools like Hotjar make installing on-site 
microsurveys a cinch. 

Choose surveys when you want to measure a user’s 
perceptions of a product, such as feelings toward a brand, 
how easy they think a task was, or whether they’re finding 
the information they need. 

 
With surveys, we are beginning to interact with our users 
more directly to get at the why. Surveys are good at 
measuring perceptions because they are subjective while 
analytics offer objective numbers. If you ask a user to rate 
how easy a task was, they will give you their perception of 

FIG 4.5: On-site micro-surveys are quick and easy to install

https://medium.com/mule-design/on-surveys-5a73dda5e9a0/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.hotjar.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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the ease, not an objective measure. This can be both useful 
and not depending on what you are after. The fact that what 
people say and what people do often don’t match up makes 
surveys a bad source for objective product feedback, ie 
“Would you use this feature?” On the other hand, tracking 
how users feel about your brand over time such as with an 
NPS survey or brand perception survey can provide valuable 
insights. Adding an open-ended response field such as 
“Why did you give this response?” can help us understand 
user motivations, but don’t expect the same detailed 
answer you can get in a live interview or usability test. 

Tree Testing

Tree testing is a method we use specifically for testing 
navigation. Participants are presented with a text-based 
version of a website or product’s navigation and asked 

FIG 4.6: Tree testing can be used to test navigation and content organization

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/first-rule-of-usability-dont-listen-to-users/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/first-rule-of-usability-dont-listen-to-users/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux


49

where they would go to find certain information. Tree testing 
helps us to determine if the labels and structure we have 
set up — the information architecture — makes sense to our 
target audience. We use Optimal Workshop for conducting 
our tests and analyzing the results.

Choose tree testing when you want to measure how usable 
your navigation is — do people know where to look for 
information, and how long does it take them to find it? A 
bloated navigation causes a bad user experience. If users 
can’t find what they’re looking for quickly, they’ll leave. Tree 
testing helps you figure out the paths your users take to find 
information, identify points of confusion, and work to make 
those paths more direct. 

Just as with surveys, try to leave a space for open-ended 
feedback, such as with a final question, “Was anything 
confusing to you about this navigation?”

Usability Testing

Usability testing is the most involved of the four methods, 
but can also produce the most insightful results. Usability 
testing involves recruiting participants from your target 
audience to complete tasks using your product while you 
monitor their process. From here you will be able to see 
not only if they are successful using your designs but also 
identify the problems they run into or the unique ways they 
use the product you may not have expected. 

https://www.optimalworkshop.com/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.crazyegg.com/blog/why-users-leave-a-website/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.crazyegg.com/blog/why-users-leave-a-website/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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Choose usability testing when you want to measure how 
successfully users can complete a task, how long it takes 
to complete a task, and what kinds of errors they make. 
Usability testing is the best way to understand “why” your 
users make the decisions they do and what’s tripping them 
up. In a moderated usability testing session you can observe 
people using your design in real time and ask questions 
when something unexpected happens. 

 
 
When measuring design with the other methods mentioned 
above you will often come across metrics that are hard 
to explain, such as “Why are our users spending so much 
time on this page?”Usability testing can help to answer 
those questions by offering a firsthand observation of how 
users use your product. This is why triangulation can be a 

FIG 4.7: Moderated in-person usability testing allows you to observe how users interact  
 with your product and ask questions in real time 
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powerful way to measure your designs from different angles 
— different methods reveal different types of data, offering 
both questions and answers when paired together. 

For our HeliNY project, we determined the best method for 
measuring our metrics would be a combination of on-page 
surveys to understand if users could find the information 
they were looking for as well as their perceptions of the 
brand, and analytics to monitor drop-off rates on the 
booking form. 

Measure throughout the project 

After you know what metrics you’ll track and what methods 
to use, you can decide when to measure. Measuring at 
different stages of a project achieves different goals.

Measure a Benchmark 

If you want to know what kind of impact you’ve had at 
the end of a design project, first you need to know where 
you stand today. At the beginning of a project, it’s very 
valuable to measure a baseline of your defined metrics. If 
you don’t have an existing product, you could measure your 
competitors instead and set their metrics as a goal to beat. 

Measuring design at the beginning of a project also serves 
the dual purpose of helping you uncover usability issues in 
your existing product (or in a competitor’s) that your future 
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designs can work to solve. 

Once you have a baseline for your metrics, you will know 
exactly how much you need to improve to meet your goals. 
Many times even a slight improvement can be considered a 
success, but it is important to have a defined goal you can 
reach to determine what “success” means for your team. 

Measure Your Progress

Throughout the design process there are opportunities to 
test and validate your design solutions. For example, at ETR 
we often tree test a product’s existing navigation (providing 
a benchmark) against our first round of navigation changes. 
By comparing these two while still in the design phase, we 
are able to see if our changes were more successful than 
the benchmark as well as keep iterating on our design 
based on the new data. 

Measure Your Success

Finally, when a project is complete and your new design is 
out in the world, you can measure the impact you’ve had. 
By running a measurement test with the same questions/
format as your benchmark and a sample size large enough 
to produce statistically significant results, you can easily 
calculate the change between the two and produce a data-
backed report of your success. 

https://measuringu.com/sample-size-designs/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://measuringu.com/sample-size-designs/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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If the numbers aren’t as positive as you hoped, you didn’t 
fail. Having data on where you started and what your 
changes did is incredibly valuable — now is your chance 
to keep iterating, learn from what didn’t work, and keep 
improving. It’s better to know your product can be improved 
and keep working than to bury your head in the sand and 
ignore the data. 

Try digging deeper into the data with segmenting to glean 
insights not found at the surface level.  In what ways do 
users who complete a goal act differently on your site 
than those who don’t? Do users from a particular group 
make choices differently than others? How does taking a 
particular path affect the choices a user makes? These are 
just some examples of how to dive deeper into the data you 
collect.

 
For HeliNY, we saw significant improvements in our 
metrics after the redesign. By measuring and reporting this 
improvement, everyone felt they had a better understanding 
of the impact the project had had.  We had a sense of 
achievement that we had improved the user experience of 
the site and achieved the project goals — with the numbers 

FIG 4.8: Try segmenting data to uncover insights not found at surface level
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to prove it. Our goal is to perform this kind of measurement 
and analysis on every project we work on, and we 
always learn something unexpected and insightful from 
experimenting with real users. This is a core principle of our 
Purpose-Driven Design framework.

Tie design metrics back to 
business goals

 
 
The metrics tracked for design success may not always 
be the ones that resonate with executive teams. If you’re 
wary of ‘time on task’ as a metric that will be well received 
or understood in presentations, it is possible to ‘translate’ 
design-focused metrics to business goals.

For example, let’s say HeliNY had a booking form 
completion rate of 40% in the benchmark measurement, 
and after our UX work, the new completion rate was 70%. 
If we know the average booking value and the number of 
potential customers who start the booking flow, it will be 
easy to calculate the additional revenue our improved UX 

FIG 4.9: Connect a successful user experience back to business goals

https://www.expandtheroom.com/purpose-driven-design/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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will be able to bring in. You can also use this method for 
predictive ROI calculations to gain buy-in for your project — 
if you can estimate the effect you believe your UX changes 
will have and can back that estimate with real revenue gains 
you have a much stronger argument for why the work should 
be done.  Nielsen Norman Group has a great article and full 
course on this topic.

Now is the time to plan for your 
next user research effort 

If you are like most of our clients, COVID has made digital 
transformation efforts paramount to achieving company 
growth goals in the year ahead.  

We hope this guide serves you and your users well as 
you plan all the digital projects that will support your 
transformation. 

If you’re setting out to do your user research on your own, 
we wish you great results. And if you’re looking for a partner 
to guide and work with you on your next project, we would 
love to hear from you.  

Reach out to ExpandTheRoom.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/calculating-roi-design-projects/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/courses/measuring-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.nngroup.com/courses/measuring-ux/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/insights/sound-off-the-year-ahead/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/insights/sound-off-the-year-ahead/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/insights/sound-off-the-year-ahead/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
https://www.expandtheroom.com/contact/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=pdf%20hyperlink&utm_campaign=winning%20with%20ux
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